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ABSTRACT
Magráns, Carolyn Isbell. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. August 2012. Out of the
Scriptorium: An Assessment of the Editing Profession‟s Knowledge Base and an
Introduction to the History of its Earliest Practitioners. Major Professor: Dr. Emily
Thrush.
The work of editing has been practiced for nearly as long as there have been texts,
but despite its emergence as a profession within the field of technical communication,
editing regularly struggles to fully define its contributions to their success. Although new
academic courses and texts in editing and publishing, recently developed certifications in
specialized subject areas, and a growing number of professional societies and
associations suggest a fully formed professional identity for editors, issues of conflict,
contribution, valuation, and professional self-esteem remain consistent topics of
discussion in the literature. Old stereotypes of curmudgeonly grammarians and outdated
descriptions alluding to editing skill rather than editing knowledge are part of this
problem of uncertain self-definition. More importantly, the lack of both a theoretical
foundation for the unique analysis of language that editing provides and a history of the
work as it has been practiced for more than a millennium leaves professional editors with
only a limited understanding of the intellectual nature of their work, the value of their
contribution, or their importance historically as “guardians of letters” and shapers of
knowledge.
Because a history of editing is sorely needed as an addition to the knowledge base
of the profession that would help professional editors fill the gaps in their own
understanding about the nature of their work, this first history offers a description of the
earliest editors and their work within England‟s first textual culture that was created
v

during the early Middle Ages by the Church. As a workplace ethnography of the
Christian monastic scriptoria in medieval Britain, this description offers a picture of the
monastic scribe as both a copyist and an editor, examines the ascetic culture of
monasticism that informs the principles, practices, and ethos of this early work, and sets
out the details of the working world and technologies of text involved in hand-copied
manuscript production. Finally, these editorial contributions to textual culture and
knowledge making are described in terms of advances in graphic art, the creation of new
genres, the development of scripts, and the negotiation of meaning through innovations in
visual design.
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Chapter 1. Filling in the Editing Profession's Blank Résumé
The work of preparing texts in order to “put them out” for an audience of readers
has been around for quite a long time, for more than a thousand years in fact, even when
we are talking just of “editing” done in the English language alone. If considered more
broadly, beyond the scope of a single language, we could probably further trace the
history of editing nearly as far back as the history of writing, itself. Indeed, both of those
histories, in turn, are tied to the development of the technologies—of reed, ink, and
papyrus—in the ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia that enabled our ancestors to create
pictographs, symbols, and letters on some sort of “page,” at that time either a clay tablet
or a scroll of papyrus. In a more abstract sense, the history of editing is also tied to
notions of textuality, meaning both the ways in which symbols, letters, words, graphics,
and even white space are rendered onto pages that are gathered together in an accessible
form, as well as the ways in which the human eye, ear, and mind experience that text.
Considering that those who emended text, whether in manuscript or print, for the purpose
of “publishing” to an audience influenced the evolution of the English language, the rise
of literacy, and even the historical advance of Western knowledge, the practice of what
we now refer to as editing has for more than fifteen centuries played a key role in nothing
less than the intellectual development of the human world.
Despite its rich ancestry and powerful influence, however, the profession of
editing within the technical communication field as we know it today suffers from a
fundamental lack of self-knowledge about the most basic principles of its ethos, its
practice, and its role over the centuries in the mediation and dissemination of texts. This
failure of awareness is the result of several factors, I contend, including a vague or
1

limited conception of editing‟s knowledge base, negative stereotyping, and the failure
academically to fully distinguish the editing process as anything other than the end stage
of the writing process. But most importantly, and underlying all of the other problems of
uncertain self-definition and valuation, is simply the larger and more immediate problem
that the editing profession lacks a recognizable body of coherent historical and
theoretical knowledge.
To be more specific, there is at the moment no comprehensive history of editing
in existence; no fully synthesized theoretical description of its principles, practices,
philosophy, and ethics; and no cognitive model of its intellectual contribution to texts.
And an extensive editing history that would necessarily underpin and inform such theory
is missing in each of the disciplines associated with history, literature, and language
where we might expect to find such a work. With the single exception of Edward
Malone‟s look at the technical correctors employed by early printers,1 there is otherwise
in the literature no extensive historical examination of editing‟s professional ancestors
identifying who the first editors were and how they worked, what contributions they
made, how the work has been shaped by technological innovation, or how the most
essential principles of professional practice have developed and evolved over centuries.
As a result, even editors seasoned by years of practice and specialized expertise tend to

1

In 2006 and 2007, Edward A. Malone published two articles that are certain to spark new
research in the history of editing. The first article considers the “learned correctors” employed in earlymodern European printing houses as early technical editors. Malone rightly points out the expanded roles
of these free-lance scholars in the publication process beyond mere copyediting and proofreading to include
graphics, page design, indexing, annotation, and revision for the purpose of updating and even localizing
texts for use specifically by English readers. The second article (2007) is a thorough review of the
technical communication historical literature over the last 15 years that includes a thoughtful rationale for
the value of history to applications of the moment and a comprehensive guide to historical resources, some
of which have become available recently in searchable online databases.
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have a fairly narrow sense of their own practice, a tunnel vision evidenced by the
continued preponderance of practice-based articles in the technical communication
literature.2 With the focus so riveted on the workplace contexts and technological
changes affecting the editorial practices of the moment, much else of breadth and depth
goes unexamined, if considered at all.
Without an awareness of the profession‟s historical context, editors today can
have only a limited sense of their own work beyond its immediate importance to the
present moment, since there is no way to compare what they do now with what was done
in the past and, much less, no way to imagine whether such a comparison would be
enlightening or even useful. Furthermore, even experienced editors seem to be without
an explicit notion of editorship, that is, a recognizable framework of practice based on
explicit philosophical principles, a comprehensive definition of core competencies, and
standards of performance predicating proven expertise, all of which are essential to the
advancement of the field as well as the working interests of the individual editor. On the
entry level, there is even in our introductory texts on editing no clear and certain
understanding of the fundamental differences between authorship and editorship, either in
linguistic or philosophical terms. Nor do any of the most advanced editing texts in the
field today even broach one of the most intriguing historical questions of all, that is, why
for centuries editors have always practiced invisibly in the mediation of meaning among
authors, audiences, and even the texts, themselves. Moreover, despite the recent
2

Since 1998 a total of 21 articles treating the subject of editing have appeared in the top five
technical communication journals: Technical Communication, Journal of Technical Writing & Business
Communication, Technical Communication Quarterly, IEEETPC, and Journal of Technical Writing and
Communication. Of this total, 17 treat issues of current professional practice; 2 consider practice in
theoretical terms; 1 considers students‟ editing of peers; and 1, Malone‟s article of 2006 and the first of its
kind, considers history relative to current technical editing practice.
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emergence of relatively new sub-disciplines such as the history of the book and textuality
studies, the editor‟s long-standing place at the crux between the generation of texts and
knowledge making, on the one hand, and the mass production of documents, on the other,
has yet to be identified. Ironically, it is the story of those most responsible for preserving
and advancing the stories and knowledge most important to humankind, itself, that has
yet to be written. Much to the detriment of the profession, the story of editing seems
somehow to have slipped through the cracks.
Just why this has happened is itself interesting. Certainly the reasons behind our
current gap in understanding reveal as much about the natural progression of scholarship
as they do about some of the particular blind spots that have plagued the profession of
editing traditionally. But scholars of the history of printing, and more recently, the
history of the book may have suggested at least one of the reasons that the work of
editing as an historical influence has gone unaccounted for, though I will point out there
are others as well. In particular, Eisenstein (1979) in her landmark scholarship concerning
the cultural revolution that the invention of the printing press represents points out that
even in histories aiming to treat the enormous consequences of Gutenberg‟s innovation in
almost every aspect of human life, few of them truly identify exactly what those
consequences have been beyond the increased availability of texts and the probable
increase in literacy that followed. In her view, the problem with such research and the
cause of this apparent cul de sac in thinking is the failure to see the printing press beyond
its importance as a technology of mass production and instead as an agent of social
change. Something similar occurs in the scholarship over the first thirty years or so that
early on constituted the discipline of book history, she further notes. Early work in the
4

field (Buhler, 1960; Lewis, 1970; and McMurtrie, 1957) considered the book primarily as
a physical object, focusing on its textuality either as the product of new technology and
new work processes or as the sum of its individual materials, that is pages, binding, and
cover, for example. By contrast, later scholarship in the field has treated the book less as
a physical object and commodity of mass production and more as either an artifact
(Febvre & Martin, 1990) or a social consequence (Johns, 1998) of the culture in which it
was produced. Eisenstein‟s point is, of course, that because the two approaches are so
very far apart, if not diametrically opposed, the scholarship misses a great deal in the
middle. Somewhere between the history of the book as object and the history of the book
as cultural artifact, she suggests, is a history of the book as an agent of social change
waiting to be revealed.3
Similarly, it would seem that the story of editors and their contributions in the
mediation of meaning and the dissemination of texts has also gone missing in a somewhat
comparable way. The problem for the field of technical communication, however, is not
that the story of editing has been missed because of variant approaches in scholarship;
that kind of work has only begun to exist just recently with the publication of Malone‟s
2006 examination of early-modern correctors. Rather, the problem is that editors and the
work of editing, even broadly considered as nothing more than textual emendation, have
always stood in between a great many other things that have been of interest, namely,
authors, printers, publishers, and, especially, the texts themselves—in their final versions,
3

Adrian Johns takes up this argument and—more importantly—reverses it by showing in detailed
examples how “the nature of the book,” rather than being an inherent quality, was made by way of the
many social and cultural factors at play in the first 300 years of English printing. According to Johns, these
forces in the “culture of print” (a term he attributes to Eisenstein) alternately stabilized and destabilized the
epistemé of text, the notion of propriety among those who undertook its production by the printing press,
and the “authority” of authorship among those whose knowledge-making helped to shape the disciplines of
“natural” and “experimental philosophy”—that is, science.
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that is. Of course, it has not helped either that the would-be subjects of an historical
examination have almost always worked invisibly or that their work has traditionally been
uncredited. Editors do not have bylines, after all. Nor have they typically “signed” their
work with anything like the “brand” of a printer‟s or publisher‟s imprint to indicate their
contribution. In fact even today, unless an author credits the editor in the book‟s
Acknowledgements, the editor‟s contribution remains forever undisclosed. His or her
name is neither a part of the book‟s materiality nor even a part of the book‟s significance
as a cultural artifact. Neither is the editor linked in any visible or tangible way to the new
knowledge that the text also represents, nor if we follow Eisenstein (1979), to the social
change which that new knowledge must effect. For that matter, from our own perspective
in the field of technical communication, neither editorship nor authorship, itself, is
credited in many organizational contexts today where documentation is routinely
developed by multiple writers, editors, and subject-matter experts in collaborative teams.
Those individual contributions are rather submerged under the imprint of the organization
that employs those information developers. In all such cases, however, it would seem that
the most that can be claimed for the editor is that his or her contribution is evident in the
success of the text, in its accuracy, clarity, completeness, coherence, persuasive power,
and even its usability. Indeed, this is the argument most often put forward in our
instructional texts, a claim that has yet to be scrutinized in our literature, either in terms
of its consequences to the profession overall or in terms of its odd sort of inverted elitism.
Nevertheless, as noble, true, and even Victorian as this idea may be in its unassuming
modesty, however, such a selfless definition of success can serve the interests of the
editor and the profession only to a point because ironically—and this applies to every
6

field of writing—editing done well disappears. Only poor editing, or none at all, is truly
“visible.” While success predicated on professional invisibility may in some measure
suggest the pride in performing such singular work, it is also the paradox—and the
problem, too. Not surprisingly, such a self-effacing definition of success will be a
recurring theme throughout the chapters ahead.
Besides the editor‟s traditional invisibility and uncredited contribution, there is
another reason for the editor‟s historical elusiveness, and that has to do simply with the
ways in which the work has been obscured by the somewhat late appearance of the word
editor in the English language. As I will discuss more fully later on, because the term did
not even appear in English until the 18th century,4 it is used anachronistically when
referring to textual emendations before that time. If we look back through other histories
associated with writing, print, and publishing, we will find mention of editors and
editing, generally, only well after the printing press made its debut in England in 1476,
and even then, not until more than two hundred plus years had passed. So the term editor
is a poor index—in fact, no index at all—to the work of textual emendation that had been
going on for a full one thousand years before the printing press and what Adrian Johns
(1998) refers to as the “proprieties of print”5 (p. 189) revolutionized the textual history of
the world. To locate the work of editing in England before the printing press requires
4

According to the OED, 2nd edition (1989), editor, n. is first recorded in 1649 but the meaning is
limited to “the publisher of a book.” It is not until 1712 that the term is employed to indicate “one who
prepares the literary work of another person, or number of persons, for publication by selecting, revising,
and arranging the material . . .”
5
In qualification of Eisenstein‟s view that the printing press, itself, was the cause of a social and
intellectual revolution in the history of Western culture, Johns makes the case that without the
establishment of “proprieties of print,” (p. ) that is, the emergent rules, regulations, and standards of civility
in the print culture of early modern England governing what could be printed, by whom, and in what
quantity, the introduction of Gutenberg‟s invention could not by itself have established the authority and
authenticity of print as we know it today. Of course, though not mentioned by Johns specifically, the
human activities of the “learned correctors” (Malone, 2006) were a part of those “proprieties.”
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something of a gestalt shift, so to speak, in looking past Gutenberg‟s invention to the
times and places where texts were “mass produced” by another means, that is, by copying
and recopying by hand. It is easy to miss the significance of the hand copying of
manuscripts as an opportunity for textual emendation, but that work of mediating both
meaning and medium was going on in medieval monasteries for more than a millennium
before our more traditional notion of editing was being practiced in the houses of printers
and publishers. When this new work context is considered, then the gestalt of the earliest
editors shifts from printer‟s assistants to God‟s servants, and a whole new world of
potential understanding opens, presenting itself as an opportunity to discover more fully
how the profession of editing has evolved over so long a time and why it continues to
influence the evolution of human knowledge and textuality in such a powerful way.
It is precisely this first story in the history of editing in English that I aim to make
some headway on in the chapters that follow, because the narrative is simply too
interesting to remain uncovered, and the consequences of leaving such a monumental
white space in the editing profession‟s résumé are simply too disabling to the profession,
overall. And given the abundance of work that has already been done recently in the
fields of history particularly, it would be a shame to miss the chance to bring forward
with a new perspective so much excellent work in other fields in order to create a new
understanding for our own. As I will point out, however, there is more wrong at the
moment than just the gap in knowledge that I have so far outlined here. Some of the
problems with the profession‟s own understanding of itself have to do not just with what
is missing as a body of knowledge, but with what is already being presented to students
of technical editing at the moment. Though I have no intention of slighting the work that
8

has already been done as excellent contributions to our field, and which I will examine in
the pages to come, I do contend that describing the work of editing in the traditional ways
of the past has not helped the profession progress. Nor have those descriptions helped
editors in their own practice to understand that what they do in enabling the success of
texts as instruments of communication is an often high-level intellectual contribution to
art and knowledge-making that helps to ensure the success of authors, audiences,
organizations, and even the texts themselves as indices to our human experience.
Though writing out of my own field of technical communication, I should point
out that I mean to consider the work of editing in a broad sense, even in what I consider
to be its most elemental sense, that is, as the introduction of changes to texts generated by
others in order to improve their rhetorical effect and ―give them out‖6 to an audience.
Because this work has yet to be done in our discipline and will be a selective historical
examination of a work phenomenon only incompletely understood at the moment, it
seems to me wrong-headed to begin too narrowly by restricting my investigation to
technical editing, exclusively, and fail to capture essential principles, elemental practices,
and the informing ethos that runs throughout every kind of editing done today—from the
belles lettre to the technical. Although this broadened approach is in direct opposition to
the advice of some expert colleagues and mentors, to have planned this kind of research
right from the start with the intent of looking for the story of technical editing,
exclusively, would surely have been to look too narrowly and miss the essential nature of
the work overall. In any case, such a strategy would have been doomed to failure anyway,

6

“Edit, v.” The Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edition, (1989). As a back-formation partly from
editor and partly from the French ‗editeur, edit comes from the Latin ēdit-us, the past participle of ēdĕre (ē
out + dăre to put, give), therefore meaning to put forth, to put out, to give out.
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because the history of technical editing lies within the larger history of editing generally,
just as it does for every other kind of editing done today, including magazine, trade book,
literary, and journalistic editing.
The histories of all specialized areas of professional editing begin with the history
of the Church in medieval Britain. They can be further traced alongside the evolutions in
an emerging English text culture that was marked by the establishment of monastic
scriptoria, the introduction of Johannes Gutenberg‟s printing press in Westminster, the
activities of The Stationer‟s Company, the proliferation of self-help books and technical
manuals, the formation of The Royal Society, the establishment of newspapers, and the
emergence of an English literature. While these developmental markers in the history of
texts in Britain are more than just convenient ways of organizing our thinking and
structuring a cultural context in which we can describe the work of emending texts for
publication, they are nevertheless nominalizations that tend to reduce and obscure the
myriad and often complex human activities that produced them. As Johns (1998) has
pointed out in detail, unearthing the labors associated with print is essential to a genuine
understanding of the nature of the book, that is, the identity, the trustworthiness, the
reliability, and the very authority of printed texts themselves. It is a credibility we take
for granted nowadays, but one that he argues was never inherent in print:
Veracity in particular is . . . extrinsic to the press, itself, and has had to be
grafted onto it. . . . [The] very identity of print itself has had to be made. It
came to be as we now experience it only by virtue of hard work, exercised
over generations and across nations. (p. 2)
Of course, we have been the beneficiaries of these many and various labors associated
with the “putting out” of texts, because as Johns (1998) points out, it has been by virtue
of this authority of print that human knowledge has been able to advance. But our
10

inheritance includes more than the grander products of these labors: more than the texts
themselves that have survived over the centuries, more than the evolution in cognition
that “technologizing of the word”7 precipitated, and more than the collective human
knowledge they represent. The profession of editing today, in all its forms and specialties
of subject matter and genre, has also inherited the emergent work ethic and philosophy of
relation—to author, audience, organization, and text—that were also the products of so
many human labors associated with the “putting out” of both manuscript and printed
documents. It is this ethos of editing, so to speak, that I aim to explore in the chapters
ahead, because it is only within these invented, adapted, and learned approaches and
attitudes towards text, audience, and author that we can truly contextualize editing‟s
knowledge domain and set it apart from that of writing, understand and appreciate its
unique intellectual contribution to the success of texts, and finally identify the singular, if
not peculiar, nature of the work. While a grand historical sweep of scholarship that would
cover the work of emending texts for publication over the millennium since St. Augustine
brought the first known Christian missionaries to the Anglo-Saxons is very much needed,
such a panoramic work is beyond my scope here. As an early contribution to what I hope
may become a gathering research interest in the field of technical communication,
however, my purpose in the chapters that follow is to bring forward through an historical
perspective a qualitative description of the principles, practice, and ethos of editing as the
work was undertaken by its earliest practitioners in Britain. By examining the specifically

7

Ong (1982). Ong‟s thesis is that writing and print restructures thinking in such a way that,
although words are fundamentally grounded in speech (orality), writing (literacy) “tyrannically locks them
into a visual field forever” so that, thereafter, the literate mind processes words predominantly in their
visual rather than aural form. The change essentially resets the way language is processed so permanently
that the previous condition of primary orality is cognitively irretrievable.
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editorial practice and attitudes of historical figures—that is, real people in real places in
real moments of time—whose contributions as editors have distinguished them as “first,”
and therefore, exemplar editors, I hope to provide the beginning of a broadened
perspective on a profession whose work is only vaguely understood at the moment. In
selecting as my subjects the monastic scribes of medieval Britain, I can through the
lenses of history, culture, and attitude describe the earliest practice of “editorship” across
a fairly broad range of time. Such an exploration has the advantage of capturing the
broadest possible “first principles” of the work as the underpinning essentials that have
emerged, developed, and endured historically. Of course, one of the principal goals as
well is to identify these common denominators of successful editorship and locate them
within the historical milieu of the Early Church. These attributes of editorial artistry and
success will be examined in terms of the following components of professional
editorship: knowledge, talent, temperament, philosophy and work ethic, social power,
and relation to text, audience, author, and organizational authority. What I am looking for
in this earliest workplace context are the personal and necessarily human resources that
these exemplars brought to bear on their work and the contributions they made toward the
success of the texts they helped to create.
First, I intend to determine what knowledge it was that the early scribes brought
to their work and of what kind and nature it was. Was there evidence of the three kinds of
language knowledge (grammatical, rhetorical, and visual) that editors rely upon today?
Furthermore, I am interested in discovering what aspects of personality and temperament
may have contributed to their success. In other words, what personal dispositions or
talents may have worked to contribute to the economic success of publication?
12

Of importance also is the question of whether these early editors were self-aware
and reflective in their work, principles, and philosophy. Was there, for example, writing
about writing or about editing the writing of others? Whether explicitly or implicitly, was
there evidence of self-conscious practice of editing? How did these men negotiate their
relationships with authors, audiences, texts, and the organizational authority that
controlled their livelihood? Is there a work ethic that can be articulated based on
evidence or inference? Finally, and perhaps most importantly, since issues of power have
been and continue to be at the very heart of the editing profession‟s value, I intend to
examine the sources and types of social power8 that these men of the early Church in
Britain wielded in their mediation of meaning in the texts they produced.
Using this approach, I will define the monastic scribes of medieval Britain
collectively as the first “editors” in England, despite the fact that their principal aim was
the mass production of religious manuscripts rather than the improvement of them
through intentional textual emendation, and even though they worked by hand rather than
by printing press, and further, even though they worked in Latin, and later in French,
rather than in Old English initially. Though so many qualifications would seem to
overwhelm the claim, it was, nevertheless, their work on British soil and on texts for the
benefit of the Church in Britain that established the first text culture in England. To see
this community of religious men who copied religiously as their sacred duty to the
Church as prototypical editors rather than merely human automatons is to see their work
8

French and Raven (1959) from the field of sociology were the first to parse types of social power
at work in interpersonal and intra-organizational relationships. According to their schema, social power is
accorded by others to the individual possessing power and emanates from five sources: reward, coercive,
legitimate (organizational), referent, and expert power. Additional elements have been added to the schema
over the years, but I will limit my discussion to the five identified by Raven and Fischer in addition to
informational power as a variation of expert power. I will also rely separately on the sources of “authority”
set out by Speck (1991).
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and the emerging self-awareness of it, as they began to make deliberate choices about
language, style, format, and even graphics, in an entirely new way. When we extend the
definition of editing as textual emendation to the work of medieval scribes, particularly in
an age where books were literally treasures because they were both so few in number and
so crucial in civilizing a barbarous world, we recognize immediately that the work of
copying and manuscript production involved much more than mere transcription. The
historical view brings into salience the core concepts of philosophy and practice that were
shaped by the monastic culture of the early medieval period and reflected in the best of its
manuscript productions and the collective output of more than six centuries of effort.
Moreover, when we further recognize the impact that such early work had on salvaging
what was left of the knowledge and literature of antiquity, evangelizing a pagan society,
developing a national economy, and creating centers of learning, culture, and art, we also
begin to recognize the power of text and textuality as repositories of knowledge, culture,
and art to advance humanity in the most global sense. And when we recognize that those
who shape text and textuality by negotiating meaning through mediation of words, style,
format, graphics, and material, the historical perspective provides us with new insight on
the sources of editorial power and authority—as well as the unique position editors have
always been in to wield such forces.
By extending the definition of editing and editors, we not only enrich our
understanding of the work as it was done to advance the interests of the early Church in
Britain in a long-ago age, but we gain new historical breadth, depth, and context in our
understanding of the work being done in offices around the world every day in our own.
An historical perspective across a period of several centuries yields a focused description
14

of textual emendation as it was first practiced in Britain that challenges tacit assumptions
about who editors are, what editing is, and even what the value of editorial contribution is
to textuality and knowledge-making in the widest terms. To be sure, the historical view
extends the definition of editorial work into much broader territory, and once we discern
the commonalities between the work of cloistered scribes and the work of modern-day
editors, we can also begin to appreciate the larger value of the work far beyond the
present moment and recognize its collective value over time. What is illuminated in the
process, I contend, is the underlying ethos and philosophy of editing that yet inform the
core principles of practice in the profession today and make the contribution of the
monastic scribes of the medieval period in Britain to the history of editing truly
exemplary.
What I aim to offer here by way of this description of the earliest work of editing
is a first step towards an historical ethnology of editing. The depth and breadth of the
research questions that have prompted this examination themselves suggest a much more
impressive professional résumé for our field, generally, than exists at the moment, one
that has been waiting to have filled in far too many blanks that have stood as gaping
white spaces in our historical understanding. Further, the very nature of these questions
suggests the richness of the historical landscape that stretches out beyond our current
view of the editing profession, anticipating the abundance of fertile ground available for
future farming. Certainly, Malone‟s recent 15-year review of historical research in the
technical communication discipline points in that same direction by casting focused light
on the many new paths wide open for future investigation, and for technical editing in
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particular (Malone, 2007). Even more important is his thoughtful summary of the
reasons for pursuing this line of investigation in the first place.
Before turning to an historical examination of those exemplar editors whose
practice and philosophy illuminate the field‟s most essential nature, however, I would
like to suggest by way of a review of the technical communication literature some of
what is wrong and some of what is right with the current state of our knowledge. My
purpose is to show that what is wrong has much to do with what has been lacking in our
knowledge base, and what is right needs only to be better synthesized and built upon in
order to establish, first, the deeper theoretical foundation underpinning all editing work
and, second, the broader historical context that liberates the understanding of our own
field from our immersion in practices and problems of the present moment only. As I
have already indicated, part of the reason for this lack of self-awareness is due to the
absence of a recognizable body of historical and synthesized theoretical knowledge,
although recent work may be indicative of some progress in respect of acknowledging
and synthesizing previous contributions. But there are other reasons as well that have
more to do with what is already taught to students of technical editing. In the pages that
follow, I will explore what some of the problems are that are associated with a weak
professional identity and a lack of historical and theoretical self-awareness. It will not be
surprising to find that some of the reasons for a poor self-definition are the same as those
for a paucity of scholarship. In this discussion, I take up the problems of image and
valuation that I believe have plagued the editing profession for years and try to provide
some account of how the profession came to be so little aware of the historical principles
of its own practice and the intellectual nature of its expertise.
16

Chapter 2. The State of the Art: Editing’s Current Knowledge Base
Pandas Don’t Shoot and the Consequences of Knowing Why
When technical communication students walk into their first class in technical
editing, they are presented typically with readings and assignments covering proofreading
techniques; copyediting markup; grammar, punctuation, and usage; and some additional
content on graphics, project management, and how to work with authors and other
subject-matter experts. Basically, the texts used in technical editing classes have been
and continue to be "how to edit" instruction manuals, such as the current gold standard,
Technical Editing, 5th edition, by Carolyn Rude and Angela Eaton (2011), now updated
with new content on copyediting, proofreading, electronic editing, and project
management ; The Craft of Editing: A Guide for Managers, Scientists, and Engineers
(2000) by Michael Alley; How to Edit Technical Documents (1995) by Bush and
Campbell; Editing for the Technical Professions (1993) by Coggin and Porter; Editing
Technical Writing (1993) by Samson; Guide to Technical Editing (1992) by Eisenberg;
Technical Editing (1992) by Joseph C. Mancuso; Editing: The Design of Rhetoric (1989)
by Dragga and Gong; and despite its journalistic slant, The Elements of Editing (1982) by
Plotnik. Tarutz's Technical Editing (1992) offers a broader view of editing that includes
the "how to" content as well as a broader based introduction to the career of editing.
White and Heller's more recent Editing by Design (2003) was poorly received in the
technical communication field, despite its focus on uniting form with content, largely
because of the poor quality of its hand-drawn illustrations and the failure to apply its own
advice in the book's production values. Despite some shortcomings, however, all of these
texts have and do represent the traditional approach to teaching editing in technical
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communication programs, and as such, they do well in introducing the work of editing
and reviewing the core knowledge required for effective documentation for all technical
communication students these days. For working editors or those students aiming to
become editors, these instructional texts also review what has long been a core
competency for all professional editors, that is, English language knowledge.
The newer texts, of course, have enlarged the scope of that language knowledge
covered in their chapters and reflect more recent and broadened understandings of what
we now consider documentation to include texts beyond print and paper to signage and
electronic and web-based media. They also devote considerable attention to the visual
language of format, graphics, and white space, rightly assigning these macro-level
elements of effective communication specifically under the purview of technical editors.
The editor's responsibility for the rhetorical effectiveness of the entire design of technical
documentation overall is stressed as well in Bush and Campbell (1995); Dragga and
Gong (1989); Rude and Eaton (2011); and White (2003), particularly, and represents a
significant but largely unnoticed change in thinking about editing knowledge compared
to that of older texts when "training" editors meant teaching the "skills" of language
"mechanics," meaning grammar, punctuation, and spelling. Though unfortunate
references to editing "skill" and "training" still persist, for the most part, the texts of
recent years reflect more sophisticated knowledge and approaches to document design
and information development within the technical communication field, and they rightly
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assign, if only implicitly in some instances, three types of language expertise—
grammatical, rhetorical, and visual—to the knowledge domain of professional editing.1
Despite the larger scope of language knowledge reflected in current technical
editing instructional texts, their essential content is nonetheless centered on what amounts
to hardly more than a high-school level review of grammar, punctuation, usage, and style;
and these texts serve regularly on the graduate level as well. Although they offer the
advantage of treating these language elements from an editor's rather than a writer's point
of view, apart from this subtle but important shift in perspective, there is little in these
texts to distinguish the knowledge base of the technical editor from that of the writer. Of
course, by necessity the teaching focus in technical editing courses is aimed toward
building a core of explicit language knowledge and functional competence in grammar,
punctuation, usage, markup, and the technical editing process because, as Dr. David
Armbruster (2003) typically announces to his University of Memphis technical editing
students on the first day of class, "You don't know as much about the English language as
you think you do" (D. Armbruster, classroom communication, January 5, 2003). To be
sure, by the time the first assessment test has been graded, the point has been driven
home with varying degrees of shock and awe among the better grammarians and word
wizards in the class who consider themselves professional writers. However, the truth is
that even the best undergraduate—and graduate—technical communication students, who
we hope are also the best college writers, don't necessarily know their way around the
1

The recognition that both grammatical and rhetorical knowledge constitute editorial expertise is
not as recent, pervasive, or explicit in the field as one might think, though most editing texts have addressed
both kinds of editorial analysis in their chapters without specifically referring to rhetorical theory. As a
case in point, Mary Fran Buehler's 2003 article in Technical Communication introduces the "situational
approach" as descriptive of the editor's analysis of audience and rhetorical context. She seems to have been
unaware of earlier textbooks in the field that include rhetoric as a basis of the editor's evaluation of text.
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Harbrace, whether they should or not. Even among professionals, the language
knowledge most writers depend on for generating their own texts is implicit rather than
explicit knowledge, though it may have been explicit at one time. But for editors, an
explicit knowledge of English semantics and syntax is precisely what is required as the
core of their knowledge domain; therefore, any course in technical editing must, at the
very least, set as its first priority a thorough review of the punctuation, grammar, and
usage rules for standard or protocol English2. The work of editing is, after all,
prescriptive, and no one knows this better than the now famous panda of Lynne Truss
(2004) who walks into a bar and for want of an editor, "eats, shoots, and leaves," luckily
sparing the patrons. If only miscommunication and not the missionary zeal of editors,
English teachers, and other grammatical sticklers were the point of the joke.3
But herein lies a fundamental problem for editors. As a core competency for
editing, prescriptive, explicit language knowledge is a mixed blessing as a claimed area
of expertise. On the one hand, when editors have proven the value of their contribution
to the success of a text, their knowledge is venerated and respected as invaluable, and
such metaphors as seed crystal, photon light, midwife, magician, and even saint4 are

2

The term “standard English” is a controversial term because of issues of social status, education,
ethnicity, class, and political context attach to its meaning. As well, a precise definition for the term is
impossible because issues of grammar, vocabulary, punctuation, and usage in written English are always
under negotiation and subject to change, depending on the social, economic, and political issues of the
moment, the context of a workplace situation, and the register typical of its discourse community. For my
purposes in this discussion, by “standard or protocol English” I mean generally that form of written English
grammar, vocabulary, usage, and punctuation that has been negotiated through current reference authorities
appropriate to a discipline, profession, or workplace as well as the prevailing sense of decorum within that
discourse community.
3
Though Truss's Eats, Shoots, and Leaves: The Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation of 2004
is a humorous treatment of the history of punctuation, it also perpetuates the stereotypic association
between prescriptive language knowledge and the compulsive fretfulness of innumerable Misses
Thistlebottoms and other moral grammarians.
4
These are just a few of many appellations used for editors whose value has been recognized and
appreciated by the authors whose interests they advance. These euphemisms were shared by professional

20

applied as descriptors of the editor's role in improving the text and furthering the interests
of the author, if not those of an organization as well. On the other hand, when editors are
viewed as threats or obstacles to authorship or fail to prove the value of their work, they
are often viewed as petty meddlers in the higher creative processes of writing, and their
expertise is dismissed as nothing more than anal-retentive fussbudgetry á la Lynne Truss
(2004). In this case, such euphemisms as comma chaser, grammar cop, word janitor,
and even butcher are applied to denigrate the work of editing as a menial, if not meanspirited, operation of cutting, slicing, and mopping up the scraps. Pop culture‟s iconic
image of the editor as a hard-boiled, old, stogie-puffing curmudgeon with a raptor‟s
appetite for both fresh copy and green reporters appears from super-hero comics and
films of the 50s and 60s (Superman and Spiderman) to sit-coms of the 1970s (The Mary
Tyler Moore Show) all the way into electronic game media of the present (Bookworm,
formerly Bespelled).5 The stereotypic egotism is highlighted in Figures 1 and 2 below.

editor Lottie Applewhite in conversations with her at the Alpha Epsilon Author‟s Editors‟ Conference in
2004 concerning her many years' experience as a biomedical author's editor.
5
Clark Kent (aka Superman) and Peter Parker (Spiderman) both dealt regularly with demanding
and irascible curmudgeons (Perry White, Editor-in-Chief of the Daily Planet and J. Jonah Jameson, Editorin-Chief of the Daily Bugle). News director Lou Grant of the popular 70s TV sit-com The Mary Tyler
Moore Show was a similar figure. The top level of gamesmanship in the word puzzle computer game
Bookworm (formerly, Bespelled) is depicted stereotypically as a grinding and thrashing editor-in-chief
(balding and with cigar), wielding in his right hand, not a butcher knife, but nothing less than a puppetsized version of his underling copy editor.
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Figure 1. J. Jonah Jameson, Editor-inChief of the Daily Bugle and employer of
young Peter Parker, aka Spiderman
(1963). © Marvel Entertainment, LLC.
Reproduced with permission.

Figure 2. Clark Kent‟s Editor-in-Chief of the
Daily Planet from the Superman series of
Marvel Comics, Inc. © Marvel Entertainment,
LLC. Reproduced with permission.

One would think that such a view were limited to the more artistic fields of writing rather
than those within professional communication, but this is not the case. Even in our own
field where issues of valuation and professional respect are regularly discussed in the
technical communication literature, the work of editing is too often slighted, if not
denigrated outright. And what is particularly disturbing is to find such attitudes expressed
by leaders, academics, and experts in the technical communication discipline whom we
might expect would know better.6 But these attitudes seem to be deeply rooted in a long
association between explicit grammar knowledge and negative stereotypes.
Neither has it helped editing‟s professional image that so many instructional texts
continue to refer to the expertise of editing as a "craft" or "skill" that one might acquire
with "training," presumably in the same way that a performing seal learns to juggle beach
balls on the end of his nose. Tarutz (1992, p. 4) and Alley (2000) both define editing
6

Attitudes slighting the work of editing explicitly or implicitly as an end-stage janitorial function
are evident in Bush and Campbell (1995, p. 3), Grice (1997, p. 209), and Schriver (1996, p. 64), for
example.
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outright as a craft, and Coggin and Porter (1993) identify five kinds of skills, rather than
knowledge, as constitutive of editing expertise (pp. 18-20). Though Bush and Campbell
(1995) make clear that the professional competence of editors extends far beyond
grammar and spelling correction, they yet refer to "text-working skill" and "coordination
skill" as assets in working effectively with authors (p. 5). And although Plotnik (2001) is
primarily focused on journalistic and magazine editing rather than technical editing, he
oddly locates the art of editing in stylistic emendations aimed "to create light, joy, song,
aptness, grace, beauty, or excitement" and the craft of editing in "improving accuracy,
clarity, and general intelligibility" (p. 39). He further notes that the craft of editing may
be seen as a number of skills, namely "research, strategy, perception, organization,
language, and troubleshooting" (p. 39). High-caliber handiwork, indeed.
Couched in the terms of craftsmanship, the implication is, of course, that the
editing of language—that miraculous, mysterious, and uniquely human medium of
thought, idea, and knowledge—depends upon nothing more than manual dexterity and
the practiced repetition of body movements in some sort of physical performance of
hand, blue pencil, and keyboard. The inherent contradiction in terms seems glaringly
obvious, yet the clearly intellectual task of improving language expression for clarity and
effect too often—and inexplicably—remains framed in terminology strongly suggestive
of manual and mechanical labor. This is not, however, to overlook the meaning of skill as
applied knowledge, or craft as Aristotle distinguished techné as also a form of epistemé
in its artful or practical application of knowledge. Modern usage permits a number of
references to some impressive higher-order thinking as mere skill: the diagnostic skill of a
physician, the rhetorical skill of an attorney, and the writing skill of a novelist, for
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example. We generally understand these terms to indicate the application of high-level
knowledge for some good and practical purpose, but the work of editing has been bound
up in terms of mere skillfulness for so long a time that the connotations of mechanics and
handwork have tended to obscure what is genuinely the epistemé upon which editorial
decisions are made. Certainly, words that define matter, as editors surely know, in the
way they can either open up or close off meaning—and either enhance or constrain
power, authority, and respect. Old, outdated notions of well-trained editors skilled in
language mechanics die hard enough as it is, anyway. And when descriptors that sustain
old stereotypes and wrongly characterize the contribution that editors make to the success
of texts persist all the way into the twenty-first century, the valuation of editors is
unlikely to be improving very much since the status of the work is undermined and the
progress of the profession confounded—by definition, or at least, by connotation—right
from the start. Besides upholding the bad old images of innumerable Misses
Thistlebottoms and other grammatical curmudgeons, when editing is presented in this
diminished way to students in instructional texts, the damage to the profession is made
worse by having been done early on; and editing's claim as a profession rather than a
mere vocation is compromised with its first introduction, long before a would-be editor
even gets into the workplace to confront the challenges of proving the value of her
contribution to the success of medium and message.
Not only do these paltry words limit the understanding of editing as a multifaceted analytical process, one about as far removed from manual labor as it is possible to
be, but they also fail utterly to reflect even a fraction of what we have learned from
linguists over the last fifty years or so about the highly complex, dynamic, and organic
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nature of the words (semantics) and rules (syntactics) that comprise language, in the first
place, and govern the myriad but apparently infinite ways human beings have of
generating the sentences that express ideas, concepts, discoveries, and messages, in the
second. Considered only a skill or craft, editing would seem to amount to little more than
a mechanical rearrangement of letters, words, and punctuation according to the rules of
handbooks and style manuals, as if phrases, clauses, sentences, and paragraphs were only
inanimate beads on a string, with no internal life of their own, punctuated here and there
with any one of an array of appropriate separators. Of course, language conveys meaning
in far more numerous and complex ways, and so do editors whose facility with that
language and knowledge of its inner workings contribute to the clarity, coherence, and
effect of the texts they mediate with far more than merely the mechanical application of
grammar and punctuation rules.
But these small defining words have been in place for a long time and are
powerful in their ability to constrain both the image of the editor and the nature of the
expertise required to mediate text successfully among author, audience, and organization.
The idea that the editing of language has anything whatsoever to do with "mechanics," or
"skills," or "craftsmanship" is utterly contradictory to the cognitive nature of its work and
the agility of intellect required to move back and forth among multiple layers of a
complex and keenly analytical knowledge base. That the work of editing literally leaves
no fingerprints seems obvious enough, but given the etymological burden of handiwork
now so long associated with its description, that point must be made explicitly, even
emphatically. Far from being a skill or a craft, editing requires knowledge and analysis,
discernment and taste, art and creativity, and diplomacy and negotiation, at a bare
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minimum. Even in evaluating the simplest of texts, it is these attributes of intelligence,
knowledge, and judgment that truly account for the editor's contribution to effective
communication. But if even the leaders and academics in the field cannot characterize the
nature of editing accurately and fully with the definitions and terms rightly reflecting the
intellectual nature of editing‟s contribution, then students and the working editors they
may become will surely bear the consequences of a fundamental failure of professional
self-awareness and self-definition.
Reductive terms of manual labor may have yet another untoward effect, and that
may be on the attitudes of professional writers. If a diminished view of editors and the
work they do begins as an ignorance from within the field itself, that view can be
compounded with a peculiar arrogance when it comes from the other side of the text, that
is, when it comes from technical writers who are likely to share much of the same
knowledge base that technical editors do. When explicit language knowledge is defined
as mere handiwork when applied to editing, not only does the editor's expertise
immediately tend to be discounted as an intellectual process, but that same language
knowledge as applied to writers becomes elevated in comparison, almost by default, even
though writer and editor both rely on the same knowledge, one for generating language
onto the page and the other for evaluating that language and its rhetorical effectiveness.
The result of this semantic sleight-of-hand, however, may be a subtle but important shift
in attitudes between writers and editors that tends to preclude writers' understanding of
what it is exactly that editors can contribute as well as encourage a peculiar kind of
arrogance in writer's notions of the work they do compared to that of editors. Consider
for example the commentary of Roger Grice (1997) in a chapter on professional roles in
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technical communication, a chapter that appears in nothing less than a graduate text
entitled Foundations for Teaching Technical Communication: Theory, Practice, and
Program Design. In making the larger point that the technical writer‟s success in
developing effective information often depends on more than just “writing ability” and
may require such other knowledge as an understanding of production cycles and the
ability to manage collaborative documentation, Grice makes the error of dismissing
“basic writing concerns” as a core value for technical writers, apparently because
technical writers have become so very good at writing, thanks to their English professors.
According to Grice, technical communication teachers are doing such an excellent job
these days of “teaching how to write correctly and clearly,” that writing expertise is no
longer a problem for those writing. Contrary to his own logic, however, his opening
assertion was, “I never knew a person who failed as a technical writer because of comma
splices. . . . certainly a good editor can always fix surface blemishes” (p. 209). The logic
is skewed, but the attitude is clear.
Where such arrogance exists, it may be rooted in a lack of discernment, perhaps,
in presuming that editing is merely some lower form of writing, that editors would be
writing and not editing if they only could, and that anyone whose knowledge of words
and rules extends to the level of a claimed area of expertise must be living in a broom
closet under the stairs, much like Herman Melville's bloodless and shriveled old "SubSub-Librarian" (Melville, 1851, p. 8). 7 The ignorance in such a view is in failing to fully
understand the cognitive differences between writing and editing, the difference between
7

Melville acknowledges his fictional "burrower and grubworm of a poor devil of a Sub-SubLibrarian" for tirelessly collecting from every known book and record every allusion to whales in the
preface to Moby-Dick. The word chaser's thankless efforts, in keeping with his literate occupation, result in
the wasting of vitality, humanity, hospitality, and humor.
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the generative and the analytical process, the difference between discovery and
evaluation, and in failing to understand that all of those whose professional interest lies in
the business of words can apply their talents and expertise just as well under the stairs as
they can behind a darkened chamber door, ravens and torments of the soul optional in
both cases. The point of all of this hyperbole is that stereotypes, even romantic ones, are
reductions of people and processes only poorly understood, much less appreciated.
Though we may always concede that writing—that is, the work of generating words out
of the lava of human consciousness and thought—is the more creative and therefore
sublime of the two processes most invested in effective communication, it would be a big
step in the right direction to also recognize that the intellectual processes employed in the
evaluation and mediation of that language rely on a similarly respectable level of
knowledge, creativity, and engagement with those words, one process producing them,
the other evaluating their effect. As T. S. Eliot aptly commented to his publisher Robert
Giroux, “Some editors are failed writers, but so are most writers” (Giroux, 1966, p. 338).
And while Roger Grice may be correct in expecting "a good editor" to be able to save for
a time the professional skin of a poor writer by repairing what he calls "surface
blemishes" such as comma splices, errors as glaring as that, even if they never appear
beyond a draft stage, will always undermine the writer's claim to competence in the
language eventually, if only among his or her peers. With nothing less than professional
credibility, status, and social power at stake, it is bewildering, to say the least, to find an
attitude so dismissive of a core competency in language for professional writers.
According to Grice apparently, if the writer lacks such knowledge, it is of no
consequence; if the editor possesses it, however, it is relegated to mere "surface"
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knowledge required for light cosmetic repair. The attitude is astonishing as it is, of
course, but all the more unhelpful for having come from a leader in the technical
communication field. It seems also to reveal the ways in which editing‟s own poor
description, beginning in instructional texts, tends to sustain a field-wide ignorance of the
intellectual nature of its work and, at the same time, foster in writers this peculiar
arrogance that devalues the editor‟s knowledge base and denigrates the high-caliber
analysis that contributes to the success of medium and message.
Though Grice's comments are telling of some of the consequences of attitude that
come with a poor understanding of editing, we may yet hope that an improved and fuller
description of the work might turn such thinking around and help to fill in the blanks of
editing‟s professional résumé. Judging by the current state of the literature on the subject,
however, the profession is at the moment some distance away from a pervasive
recognition of the value of its own contribution.8 The lack has significant consequences,
not the least of which may be that many writers and editors working today, even those
who have been educated through technical communication curricula, do so with only a
surface knowledge of their own intellectual work processes. Nor is it surprising either
that when writers and editors themselves do not comprehend the inherent differences in
the nature of their respective work, misunderstanding and conflict are inevitable, and
what should be a high-yield collaboration between the two parties most engaged with a
text can wind up being merely a tug of war between egos, each one rightly word-proud of

8

Eaton, Brewer, Portewig, and Davidson (2008) conducted an online survey of authors with long-term
relationships and experience with expert editors that revealed notable ignorance of the elements involved in substantive
editing and what it can contribute to document effectiveness. Though writers surveyed understood the levels-of-edit
schema of the editing process, they nevertheless failed to recognize the diagnostic function as the purview of the editor.
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his or her own talents and expertise. Certainly, the theme of adversity in author-editor
relationships has long been a current in the editing literature,9 leaving us to wonder how
much of that friction may have its source in ignorance—on the part of both writers and
editors. Of course, if writers see adversaries rather than allies in editors, they miss an
invaluable opportunity to benefit from a knowledgeable and objective evaluation of the
text that almost guarantees fuller meaning, deeper insight, a clearer message, and more
effective communication overall. Because no matter how expert a writer may be in
generating the words, no matter how thoroughly the subject matter is mastered, and no
matter how brilliant the insight and discovery contained in the knowledge making, the
writer can never bring a wholly objective eye to a reading of his own writing, nor a fully
disinterested critical perspective to the evaluation of his own knowledge.10 The problem
for writers is that they will always be warm to their own words and ideas—for being
necessarily so fully immersed in them—and so can never gain a meta-position on their
own texts. Quality assurance in professional discourse is therefore the purview of editors
alone, because precisely that vantage point on the text required for an objective
evaluation of it is beyond the reach of writers, whether they know it or not.11

9
Collins and Lester (1997), Fourdrinier (1975), Gerich (1994), Grove, (1990), Mazzatenta (1975), Plotnik
(1982), Rude (2006), Sartoris (1993), Speck (1991), Stainton (1978), and Tarutz (1992). In addition to implicit and
explicit references to contention in the author-editor relationship, metaphors of war and combat are employed by
Plotnik (1982) to characterize the negotiations for textual changes, and Buehler (2003) and Tarutz (1992) both refer to
the editor‟s knowledge and reference resources as part of an “editorial armamentarium.”

10

"The knowledge effect" was first described by Hayes, Schriver, Blaustein, and Spilka (1986).
The phenomenon is also discussed in Hayes & Bajzek (2008). Regarding the review process, Schriver
(1989) points out that topic knowledge is often detrimental in text quality evaluations performed by subject
matter experts.
11
The point is illustrated in the online survey results of authors in the research by Eaton, Brewer,
Portewig, and Davidson (2008). Authors did not recognize the editor‟s analysis as a diagnostic assessment
of a particular document‟s weaknesses and therefore the basis of the editor‟s emendations and
recommendations.
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Though most writers probably have some appreciation for what a “second pair of
eyes” can offer in catching basic errors in grammar, punctuation, and spelling in a
document, others may have little notion of the editor‟s ability to shape meaning on a
more substantive and comprehensive level as well. Even more importantly, probably
most writers and perhaps even most editors themselves have yet to realize that the
editor‟s capability actually extends beyond that of the author in bringing to the text an
analysis of which the writer himself is not capable. I suggest that there are at least three
reasons for this authorial immersion in the text that account for the writer's inability to
ever see over and above the words he or she has generated clearly enough to correctly
evaluate the likelihood of their rhetorical effectiveness. Two of these immurements may
perhaps be overcome by more seasoned writers, but the last of them will always preclude
the writer's ability to fully and objectively evaluate his or her own text. The first
limitation binding the evaluative capacity of the writer has simply to do with love—and
love of the most primal kind. Because our language ability is so uniquely human and
extraordinarily powerful in shaping the lives that we lead, the words we generate in order
to express ourselves and to make the meanings we attach to our experiences are deeply
personal, for being so intimately reflective and revealing of who we are and how we feel
about what happens to us in the world. And because our language is so profoundly
personal, we have a tendency at times to fall in love with our own words, especially those
that are made visual when they are rendered into black print on a white page right before
our very eyes. It is a process in every sense of the word generative. Like a mother giving
birth to her child, so an author gives life to his or her own thoughts.
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Of course, the metaphor is nothing new. Writing has often been compared to the
childbirth process, the notion of labor pains rightly descriptive of the difficulties and
struggles writers endure to conjure exactly the right words to express their thoughts and
exactly the right syntax to nuance their meanings and all the connections among them.
Too, because the writing process works iteratively, forward and backward, to include
rethinking, rewriting, and revision, the process of generating sentences toward a coherent
and cohesive organic whole is often fraught with what feels very much like the prolonged
and repetitive pains of childbirth. From out of the depths of the author's humanity,
thoughts, feelings, and beliefs—all steeped in his or her very own particular personality,
experience, and pain—emerges something new and unprecedented. This new entity has
an individuality and life of its own, even beyond that of the author, but even so bears his
or her unique and indelible imprint, nonetheless. The result of this new creation is often
love at first sight. And as editors know very well, it can be an unconditional love, at that.
Whatever flaws and shortcomings that new production may possess, it is the
author's baby and its creator is sure to be in love with it to varying degrees, the strength
of parental devotion commensurate with the depth of his or her personal investment in
what has been written. It is no wonder then that when authors emerge at long last from
their efforts with a manuscript or typescript in hand, they feel so deeply and personally
invested in that text and are so very protective of it. But it is exactly this emotional
investment and generative love for the text that the author himself has created that stands
in the way of an objective assessment of its merits. Just as any parent looks at his or her
own child through the filtering lenses of love and pride, so can an author look on those
newly written words with a similar devotion and narcissistic affection that forgives too
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much to permit an unbiased evaluation of their clarity and effect. Critiquing the child is,
therefore, the delicate and dubious duty of the editor, a pediatrician of sorts who will on
first examination of the text almost always be the bearer of at least some bad news on the
point of the offspring's purported perfection. Managed with tactful honesty, sensitivity,
and respect, however, the text can be "healed" and its rhetorical effect improved by a
talented and knowledgeable editor who can at the same time build trust and preserve,
even nurture, a long-term author-editor relationship. While some authors are more
amenable to recommendations for changes to their texts than others, with writing
experience and the benefits of coaching from an able editor, many writers can learn that
generative love may not, after all, be incompatible with growth, change, discovery, and
even improvement—in either their children or their manuscripts.
The author's natural love for the words created on the page may be the most
obvious reason for the writer's inescapable immersion in his or her own text and the
attending inability to evaluate it with a clear and unforgiving eye, but there is another
limitation to authorial objectivity that may present itself in situations involving authors
who have gained high-level subject mastery in a certain field. What has been called "the
knowledge effect" (Schriver, 1989) refers to a sea-change in perspective that occurs when
high-caliber knowledge or expertise develops on a certain topic. The idea is that as the
writer-subject matter expert gains mastery of a given subject, that more sophisticated and
fully evolved understanding creates a forgetfulness of the time—and the point of view
that goes with it—when the writer did not know what he or she now knows. This loss of
the beginner's context is precisely what lies at the heart of the effect and the impediments
to clear and full understanding suffered by the writer's audience that are created by it. The
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greater the knowledge disparity between author and audience, it would seem, the greater
the failure of communication as a result of the effect.
Of course, the problem is not precisely with knowledge or subject-matter
expertise per se, but with the alteration in perspective that accompanies the expertise and
the inability to adapt the writing to any other perspective. The amnesia of the beginner's
knowledge and the failure of empathy disallow the author's imaginary projection of the
intended audience, and that inertia is then reflected in all of the poor, though inadvertent,
rhetorical choices the writer subsequently makes. In this case, the basic inability to
rethink and reframe the knowledge at a more surface level above the more subterranean
perspective of the expert is what constrains the writer and precludes an imaginary
awareness of the intended audience. In such instances, the “situational context” as
Buehler (2003) and Zook (1976) both describe it is overlooked, if even considered at all,
and the writer winds up writing past the audience to little effect. Ultimately, the
knowledge effect is a failure of empathy in the first place, and in the second, an inability
to conceptualize audience as a key component of the rhetorical situation. It is the writer's
own expertise that immures his or her perspective and so constrains the writing as wholly
writer-based, and expert-writer-based at that, rather than reader-based prose.12 Unable to
accommodate any other view, the writer's text is wholly reflexive, so even a subjective
evaluation of its clarity and effect is beyond the writer's capability because he or she can
neither provide an objective evaluation of his or her own words nor a projected idea of
how the intended audience may interact with that text.

12

Albers (2000) describes an important part of the editor‟s job as “guardian of the reader‟s views”
to “help the author transform the document from writer-based prose to reader-based prose” (p. 5).
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Even when the writer-subject matter expert may be the more capable rhetorician
and able to overcome the knowledge effect, there is yet a third reason that the author's
ability to evaluate his or her own text objectively is precluded. As Buehler (2003) rightly
points out, the rhetorical context of the writer is different from that of the editor, and I
would suggest even further that it is exactly that difference that always accounts for the
editor's more advantaged position in evaluating the text. To be clear, I do not think that
Buehler (2003) was referring merely to the fact that an editor makes rhetorical choices of
his or her own when communicating with an author about the author's rhetorical choices
in a text. Her insight is too good and comes from too many years' editing experience for
such a trifling step in thinking. Rather, what she has in mind, I believe, is that the writer's
rhetorical context is something analogous to that of a performer on a stage speaking to an
audience, an audience about whom the writer-speaker has made a set of assumptions
concerning knowledge level, past experience, status, attitudes, and beliefs bearing on his
or her medium and message. For the writer-speaker, the rhetorical context of writing as a
performance is comprised in the barest sense of author, aim, and audience. As the writer
writes, he or she generates the words according to a chosen rhetorical aim and an
imaginary projection of audience. He or she performs the words at the same moment that
those words are heard, thereafter making decisions about rewriting and revision based on
the ongoing evaluation in his or her mind about their clarity, and in his or her
imagination, about their effect on the audience. But because the writer-speaker is in
actuality the self-same performer who generates the words and text, he or she will always
be immersed in the performance, itself, and therefore will always be immured by it, for
having played the leading role in the "real-time" negotiation of meaning among author,
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aim, and audience. It is this authorial immersion in the rhetorical context that precludes
an objective evaluation of the text. In essence, the performer can only partially ever
evaluate the performance, and only subjectively at that.
The editor's situation and vantage point is different, however, specifically by one
remove, as I extrapolate Buehler's meaning. Using the same analogy of stage
performance as rhetorical context, if we consider the writer as speaker-performer at
center stage, then the editor is positioned behind the writer and out of sight in the wings.
It is from this metaphoric perspective that the editor observes performer, audience, and
the performance, itself, simultaneously in a sort of suspended "real-time" as he or she
reads through a text and evaluates its effectiveness.13 As a third party, disinterested in
content, style, and voice, the editor observes performer, performance, and audience
outside of the level of engagement the performer-author experiences.
It is precisely by way of this metaphoric position that the editor is able to offer a
perspective above and outside of the text, a vantage point entirely unavailable to the
writer. In affording such an objective view, the editor can be an invaluable resource, if
not ally, of author, audience, and the text itself, all at the same time. In all the activity
associated with creating knowledge and textuality, the position of the editor is unique for
its independent and unfettered perspective on the text. Unfortunately, however, this
unrivaled capacity for objectivity in the eye of the editor has yet to be described in the
literature and so goes largely unrecognized as an exclusive contribution. It can be no

13

According to Berg (1978), Maxwell Perkins, the legendary American fiction editor of
Scribner's, saw his rhetorical situation as an editor similarly, likening his position on the text as “a little
dwarf on the shoulder of a great general advising him what to do and what not to do, without anyone‟s
noticing” (p. 123). Morrison (2005) refers to “self-effacing” editors in the arena of literary publishing as
“the power behind the throne” (p. 2).
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surprise then that when writers, particularly, misconstrue the expertise of editors, they
lose a chance to create the best possible document, and in turn, to accrue the benefits of
authorship that publication or other dissemination would bring. For authors in fields such
as medicine and the biosciences where publishing is crucial to promotion, advancement,
and funding for future research, authorship is nothing less than intellectual currency in
the marketplace of new knowledge. When editing is overlooked or undervalued as an
intellectual resource, writers, organizations, and audiences are all likely to be the poorer
for the misapprehension.
Editors lose, too, when their expertise is misunderstood or construed too
narrowly. On the professional level, a limited view of editorial expertise dismisses the
important contribution that editing makes in the mediation of texts, the making of
knowledge, the establishment of discourse genres, and, of course, the building of brandname authorship via publication. On the individual level, not only do editors miss the
chance to contribute to the best possible document, but they lose the chance to build for
themselves editorship, that is, a visible and acknowledged professional reputation based
on proven and credited expertise that can advance the working interests of the editor.
Professional development in the workplace is bound to be thwarted even further when the
editor's knowledge is seen only within the narrow qualification of prescriptive language
expertise and the pronouncements of style manuals, particularly when editors are thought
of merely as grammar doctors. Unfortunately, it seems still to be very much the case that
managers in many organizations do not understand what editing involves and
underestimate editors' capabilities and expertise, partly as the result of unfortunate
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stereotyping.14 In turn, these attitudes filter down through the organizational layers to
writers and subject-matter experts so that often editors find themselves in the position of
not only having to explain what they can contribute to the document production process
but also having to work their way out of a low-status position within the organization,
particularly when the editor may be the lone ranger on the premises and lacking in the
collective power and support that come with same-species colleagues.
Certainly, when the talents, capabilities, and expertise of professional editors are
construed too thinly by organizations, managers, and writers, editors' potential
contributions to idea creation, discovery, audience analysis, and knowledge making are
left untapped, and complex communication problems may go unsolved, if they are even
recognized at all. For the organization, of course, the best possible document or the best
possible problem solution may not be realized. For the individual editor, the
undervaluation of his or her expertise can result in undervaluation of the editor himself,
as quantified by lower pay, fewer advancement opportunities, and low professional self
esteem.15
Beyond Shooting Pandas: Seed crystals in a Missing Body of Knowledge
As much as the growth and professional development of editors can be hampered
by misguided notions of editing held by writers and others in the workplace, the failure of
14

Bush and Campbell (1995) relate three anecdotes concerning what they call “faulty analogies for
editors” and the untoward consequences of such misapprehensions on the working lives of the editors
involved. All three anecdotes involve notions of the editor performing end-stage, and decidedly
uncomplimentary, janitorial (or worse) clean-up service (pp. 2-3).
15
Speck (1991) makes the point that editors vary in their senses of professional self-esteem
according to their status within an organization and the power and authority they exert over texts.
Thompson and Rothschild (1995) also found in their workplace study of three editors that although the
editors‟ contributions to their agencies documents were vital, the editors felt they were considered by their
organizations and the subject-matter experts with whom they worked to be “essentially interchangeable or
expendable,” although the authors qualify the point somewhat that low status of the editors was possibly a
function of gender (p. 160).
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editors themselves to fully understand the principles of their own practice is even more
disabling. As I have already pointed out, that failure of self-awareness may begin in
technical editing classrooms with old-fashioned and reductive connotations at work in
definitions of the work that editors do. If editors do not know and, therefore, cannot
enlighten others regarding the cognitive nature of their work, the principles and
philosophies of their practice, and their proper ethical relation to organizations,
audiences, writers, and the text, itself, then their own ignorance is the most debilitating
and self-defeating of all. But a lack of professional self-knowledge is not caused by a
focus on grammar and usage in the technical editing classroom per se; as noted, the texts
used there do exactly what they were written to do, that is, build explicit language
expertise and introduce students to the work process of professional editing. With the
exception of inappropriate terminology that tends to misguide our thinking about editing,
the problem is not with what is provided as classroom and discipline content already, but
with what has yet to be provided. What student and working editors need is not more
"how to edit" instruction and advice, but a more comprehensive understanding of the
theories, concepts, and history that underpin their knowledge, practice, and ethics so that
the profession as well as the complex and creative intellectual work it delivers is at least
more fully illuminated, if not immediately appreciated. As it is, the lack of a larger
description of the work of editing forces the definition of editing's core knowledge to
default to language knowledge only, at best, and to grammatical or mechanical skill, at
worst.
The identification of editorial expertise in such a limited context is only part of
the profession's problem of uncertain self-definition and valuation. The larger and more
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immediate problem, as I have earlier pointed out, is simply that at the moment
professional editing has no recognizable body of theoretical or historical knowledge,
despite several noble efforts in the field to build one, which I will examine in the pages
ahead. It was a problem that Bush and Campbell first identified explicitly in 199516
although the knowledge gap had been hinted at twenty years earlier by Lola Zook (1975)
when she saw the need to distinguish the knowledge base of the editor from that of the
writer, attributing what she termed "programmatic" or grammatical skill to the writer and
both "programmatic" and "rhetorical" skill to the editor. Though we may look askance at
the details of that analysis today, what is important is that Zook intuited a need for editors
to understand the fundamental differences between the work of editing and the work of
writing. She found the beginning of these distinctions in a difference between knowledge
domains, whether we would agree today with her categorization or not. By assigning
rhetorical knowledge to the editor alone, Zook understood early on that the language
knowledge editors employ in their analyses of texts extends far beyond spelling and
grammar to aspects of appropriateness that had yet to be identified in the literature.
Citing Zook (1975), Buehler raised the issue of missing knowledge again in
pointing out the lack of knowledge resources available to technical editors. According to
Buehler (2003), the editor's "tools and equipment" are limited to all of three resources:
grammar and style rules, instructional texts written specifically for technical writers, and
"isolated examples of advice and guidance on editorial matters” (p. 458). Though she was

16

“Technical editors . . . too often confine their expertise to high school grammar and the
pronouncements of the style manual, ignoring what experts today are learning about language. Even
textbooks on technical editing rely mostly on hammering home concepts that the subject experts once
learned in school themselves. Thus today, technical editing is left with no body of knowledge [my italics]”
(Bush & Campbell, 1975, p. viii.)
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perhaps too modest to mention the "levels of edit" model she and Van Buren (1980) had
developed in 1976 as a foundational concept, it rightly should have been included. As I
will point out later, although the "levels of edit" model is in fact one of only a few
scholarly efforts in the field of editing that could be taken as schematic and therefore
theoretical knowledge, it is one of the more important contributions and properly belongs
in the editorial “armamentarium” Buehler (2003) identifies.
The thrust of Buehler's complaint, however, is not the absence of a broader
knowledge base, but that "the field of technical editing lacks a comprehensive rhetorical
theory" (2003, p. 458). Though she was correct about limited foundational knowledge for
editing, rhetorical principles had already been incorporated into some of the instructional
texts for technical editing by then. Unfortunately, her effort to locate the editor's expertise
in a "situational context" by employing rhetorical principles in explanation of editorial
practice was a somewhat belated and isolated effort behind the curve of two earlier
attempts to unite theory with practice and reveal the work of editing as an intricate and
dynamic intellectual process.
The first such effort was by Dragga and Gong in 1989. These authors
acknowledged outright the need to demonstrate that "editing is not merely a mechanical
procedure, but a complex and creative process." According to their assessment, editors
were nothing less than artists, they asserted. In their alignment of the rhetorical canons of
invention, arrangement, style, and delivery with the editorial objectives of accuracy,
clarity, propriety, and artistry, Dragga and Gong (1989) made explicit for the first time
the congruency between classical rhetorical theory and technical editing practice. In
establishing this correspondence between theory and practice, the authors assert, "the full
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complexity and creativity of the editor's job" (p. 9) is thereby revealed and elevated from
the level of a mere grammar mechanic. As important as their text was as the first of its
kind to establish a rhetorical framework for principles of practice, however, the work
seems not to have sustained notice as a significant contribution to editing's theoretical
knowledge base. Remaining somewhat under the radar of academics and exemplar
editors alike in this respect, it is not surprising therefore that Dragga and Gong's text has
not been updated since its initial publication in 1989. It may also have been the case that
for an instructional text, the introduction of practice via rhetorical principles was
ineffective as a heuristic for technical communication students in their first editing
course.
In 1991, Bruce Speck also noted the importance of rhetorical knowledge as a core
competency for editors, asserting outright that “a good editor is a good rhetorician” (p.
300). Indeed, Speck may have been the first in the literature to realize that not only was
the evaluative capacity of the editor based on knowledge of the principles of classical
rhetoric, but also that managing the editing process itself required a social intelligence in
the arts of diplomacy and negotiation that drew upon the power to persuade the author
that editorial emendation was in the best interests of the text—and the author, besides.
Rhetorical knowledge matters in evaluating and marking up text, in other words, but it
also matters in managing the author-editor relationship as well. Just how that persuasive
power worked was the focus of Speck‟s examination, and he identified that application of
rhetoric in negotiation with authors for textual changes for the first time in terms of social
power.
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According to Speck (1991), the social power of the editor is in part
organizational, depending upon the level of authority conferred upon him or her by status
in the organizational culture. Though he does not reference French and Raven‟s 1957
seminal theory in sociology on the five bases of social power, Speck nevertheless breaks
down for us the components of three non-conferred sources of editorial social power at
work in negotiating for changes to a text. As it turns out for editors—and this is
particularly important when we think of the social intelligence required for maintaining
good long-term author-editor relationships—these bases of power are the most personal,
since they inhere in the individual rather than arise out of social connection,
organizational status, or the power to reward or coerce. Particularly, Speck (1991)
identifies four sources of authority that impose varying degrees of obligation on the
writer to comply with the editor‟s request for emendation: dialogue, audience analysis,
reference to authoritative texts, and the editor‟s teaching role. In terms of the
sociologists‟ schema, Speck is in effect pointing to what French and Raven (1959) call
“referent,” “expert,” and “informational” social power as a means of influencing others to
act in accord. The editor‟s ability to engage the author in productive dialogue affords the
opportunity to co-opt the author through all three power bases. Expert power is exercised
by way of reference to authoritative texts: that is, dictionaries, grammar books, and style
guides. Audience analysis, presumably, is a display of informational power, as is the
teaching function that editors employ in the author-editor relation. Finally, referent power
is accorded as the editor displays the personal attributes of honesty, fairness, and respect
towards the work, virtues that generate esteem for the editor and build trust in the authoreditor relationship. As an important contribution to editing theory, Speck‟s insights
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provide an unprecedented way of thinking about the importance of rhetorical knowledge
in the editing process, both as it is employed in the evaluation of an author‟s text and in
the persuasive strategies the editor uses in asserting the “authority” of his or her own
language knowledge and negotiating for authorial compliance. The explicit connection
made between rhetorical knowledge and editorial social power had not been established
before in the editing literature, and as such is a significant contribution to theory.
Another notable effort to "upgrade" the profession of technical editing through
application of theory came in 1995, six years after Dragga and Gong's text. The Society
for Technical Communication's (STC's) Friendly Editor columnist Don Bush and Charles
Campbell (1995) aimed to elevate the work of technical editing, they said, "from today's
automatic wrist-slapping to a thoughtful process that applies brains and common sense"
(p. vii). Though an instructional text of less than two hundred pages, the authors' intent to
"employ the technology of English" (p. vii) via concepts from rhetoric and linguistics in
order to broaden editing's knowledge base was carried through with carefully
documented research from writing and reading theory, rhetoric and composition, and
linguistics. Specifically, the text offers an explanation and application of Noam
Chomsky's transformational grammar to the editing process in order to provide editors
with an additional theoretical model by which to diagnose syntactic problems and—just
as importantly—justify editorial emendations. Although the incorporation of linguistic
theory was an unprecedented contribution to the field and properly reflected a more
sophisticated understanding of semantics and syntax as the true "technology of English"
and purview of technical editors, Bush and Campbell nevertheless continued to refer to
the skill of editing, somewhat undermining their larger effort to upgrade the profession by
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way of linguistic theory. It is significant, too, that Bush and Campbell (1995) make no
reference to Dragga and Gong (1989), nor does Buehler (2003) refer to either text in her
article, rather crediting the much older work of Lola Zook (1975, 1976), although with
some good reason.
In 1976, Zook may well have been the first to recognize the need to differentiate
the editor's knowledge domain from that of the writer's, an idea that Buehler credits in her
own realization that the rhetorical situation of the editor is different from that of the
writer. As insightful and intriguing as that idea is, however, Buehler did not develop it
any further in her article, unfortunately. And although Buehler (1976) could have
enriched her argument for rhetorical theory as the basis for the situational decisions the
editor makes by building on the ideas offered by Dragga and Gong (1989), it seems that
opportunity was passed over. Though all of these efforts to illuminate the work of editing
by way of classical rhetoric and theoretical linguistics are admirable in their own rights,
they appear in the literature as a smattering of isolated though scholarly attempts to
incorporate theory into practice. Given this lack of continuity and synthesis, it seems that
the editing profession suffers not only from a missing body of comprehensive knowledge,
but also from a lack of awareness, continuity, and integration of its own efforts to fill the
gap on a theoretical level.
While editing scholarship aiming to incorporate rhetorical theory into principles
of practice may reveal a lack of synthesis that would otherwise indicate an accruing and
viable “literature” over the years, the "levels of edit" model developed by Van Buren and
Buehler in 1976 at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) in Pasadena has made a lasting
impression on technical editing practice, particularly in the way it has captured the
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notions of depth and time as dimensions of the work editors do (Van Buren & Buehler,
1980). The model has been adapted, revised, and expanded according to the varying
contexts and documentation needs of different editing departments and organizations. It
has also remained a constant bibliographic citation in texts and journal articles treating
editing practice all the way up to the present. Though Van Buren and Buehler's schema
has been largely considered for its workplace practicality, the levels-of-edit concept is an
important contribution on the theoretical level as well. Although this aspect of its
contribution to the field has not so far been recognized, the model may be the single most
important contribution to a visual understanding of the work of editing to date.
The levels-of-edit model was developed primarily as a way to provide authors,
editors, and publication managers with a typology of editing that would allow for a
common understanding of the kinds and levels of analysis that editors bring to bear on
any given document. The levels range from the lowest level (level 5) coordination and
policy edit to the highest level (level 1) substantive edit that also incorporates all of the
lower-level evaluations. The model further enables a common vocabulary by which all of
those involved in the document production process can communicate about quality
control and estimate editing time and costs. The development of editorial policies and
protocols naturally follows from this schema, as well, allowing organizations to establish
a hierarchy of their own documentation in alignment with editing protocols based on the
levels. For example, internal documentation may be treated only with lower-level edits
when limits on time and costs preclude a more thorough review, while external
documentation can be assured to receive only the highest level-1 substantive edit.
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There are certain limitations to the levels of edit approach to document quality
assurance, however. In particular, it has been noted that the model enables organizations
to assign a particular editing treatment ahead of a proper diagnosis of a document‟s actual
needs.17 For example, a document that actually requires editing for poor organization or
incomplete information may only be actually edited for policy compliance, whether it
required emendation for that standard or not. Even in working contexts where authors and
editors have the luxury of working on a one-to-one basis, it seems that Van Buren and
Buehler‟s model can still thwart the diagnostic phase of the editing process when we
might expect a closer working relationship to have precluded such a misunderstanding of
the editor‟s evaluative capability. While that application of the model by managers and
authors may be more at fault for a poor result than the model itself, despite some
drawbacks associated with its use, however, the levels-of-edit model has contributed
substantially to the knowledge base of editing.
First, and as already noted, by supplying a common vocabulary by which all
involved in the document production process can communicate about what a given
document may require and what editorial work a given document may receive; all parties
can begin to discuss in a meaningful way most documentation problems that interfere
with clarity and effect. I say most here because in the years that followed the levels-ofedit model, an additional level of edit was added by Soderston (1985) to the model,
namely usability, which was not a part of Van Buren and Buehler‟s original framework.
Second, by explicitly enabling a shared vocabulary about documentation problems, the
17

This is a source of conflict also between writers and editors when writers presume to know what
their document editing needs are ahead of the editor‟s diagnosis; the result is anger when the editor is
perceived to have overstepped his or her role. This gap in understanding between seasoned writers and
expert editors was also recently documented in Eaton, Brewer, Portewig, and Davidson (2008).
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levels-of-edit model also makes clear implicitly that the work of editing involves
processes in improving communication, that is, not only diagnosis and treatment, but also
treatment performed on a number of levels, as well. Perhaps for the first time, the model
makes clear the dimensions of both levels and processes in the work of editing, thus
offering a descriptive schema of editing work that captures both its depth of analyses as
well as its temporal processes of emendation. Perhaps even more importantly, the model
permits the first visualization of both the dimensionality of the editor‟s work as well as
the dimensionality of text as well. In revealing the work of editing and the depths of
textuality in this new way, the levels-of-edit model tends to push the understanding past
the single-dimensionality of text as merely words printed on a page and the work of
editing as mere “mechanical” fixes of word strings. As a hierarchy of editing typologies,
the levels-of-edit model provides a visual schematic of editing work that illuminates the
nature of its analysis as involving multiple layers of evaluation and also multiple
processes. By extension, the model further suggests the dimensionality of text, itself, that
is the depth and breadth of meaning imparted from the macro-level elements of
information design beginning with the physical medium of page or screen or signage, for
example, down through titles, headings, and tables of contents to the micro-level
elements of individual phrases and words. Van Buren and Buehler‟s model is a powerful
and unprecedented visualization of the work of editing as well as of the dimensionality of
text as the editor‟s working medium. Though not explicit, the model does further suggest
the correspondences among the dimensionality of text, the dimensionality of the editing
process, and the dimensionality of the editor‟s core knowledge base, one that includes all
three types of language knowledge—grammatical, rhetorical, and visual—in addition to
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“big picture” organizational knowledge that may include a well-developed understanding
of company mission, policy, product development cycles, and usability issues. As a
contribution to the field of editing, the levels-of-edit model provided the profession with
its first comprehensive and hierarchized visualization of editing typologies, a mental
model that not only reveals the complexity of analyses that can be brought to bear on an
evaluation of any given document but also, by extension, the multiple layers of language
and organizational knowledge required to provide it.
While Van Buren and Buehler (1980) offered a first comprehensive visual schema
of editing‟s multi-layered processes and analyses that also further suggested an expansion
of the editor‟s core knowledge domain to include organizational and product knowledge,
in 2003 Mackiewicz and Riley explored the social intelligence required of editors in
negotiating requests to authors for changes to a manuscript and, at the same time, in
nurturing good long-term author-editor relationships. The authors point to the longstanding themes of adversity, conflict, and defensiveness in the interpersonal relations
between authors and editors in the technical communication literature18 as the context in
which technical editors may be increasingly challenged to balance clarity and politeness
in their communications with authors. Furthermore, in light of the expectation that in the
years ahead increasing numbers of authors will be non-native speakers of English who
will also, presumably, bring to that author-editor interaction additional differences of
culture and expectation that will surely affect the editor‟s approach, the authors point out
the need for more practical and detailed guidance in framing criticism and making
suggestions. To this end, Mackiewicz and Riley (2003) apply theory from the fields of
18

Mackiewicz & Riley, 2003, pp. 83-84. Specifically cited are Alley (2000), Doumont (2002),
Gerich (1994), Grove (1990), and Lee and Mehlenbacher (2000).
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social science and linguistics, specifically pragmatics, to set out strategies that may serve
as practical guidelines in communicating to authors varying degrees of obligation to
make the changes to their manuscripts that editors recommend. The end result of this
application of theory to practice is a table of eight strategies for balancing clarity with
politeness in statements recommending editorial change, ranging from comments phrased
as opinions, to directives, to mere hints. Though the authors did not test these strategies
against real-world practice, let alone with non-native authors of English, Mackiewicz and
Riley‟s recommendations are an important theory-based contribution to the practice of
editing that complements the much earlier insights of Speck (1991) concerning editorial
power and authority. Even more importantly, perhaps, is the way in which their research
explores the complexity of the author-editor relationship, the attending communication
challenges involved in negotiating meaning between one version of a text and another,
and the level of social intelligence and diplomacy required of an editor in ensuring the
best possible text and the best possible long-term author-editor relationship, a relationship
crucial to successful documentation over time in an organization and one that can only be
built on trust, mutual respect, and a shared perception of common interest in producing
the best possible document. As an implicit investigation of the editor‟s multiple social
roles as diplomat, teacher, coach, and even ally, the research is a weighty contribution to
our understanding of the sociolinguistic concepts that underlie effective editorial
collaboration.
As important as Mackiewicz and Riley‟s theory-based illumination of some of the
means by which editors negotiate for textual emendations is to the profession‟s
knowledge base, there is one more scholarly contribution to what I see as a potential
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nucleus of theoretical knowledge for the profession that is worthy of inclusion as a
foundational work. Though the investigation is necessarily concerned with technological
innovation of the year 2000 that has already been superseded by even newer
developments in computer software, Mike Albers‟(2000) thought-provoking
consideration of just how drastically the editor‟s work can be affected by database
technology invites even deeper questions of practice that plumb the depths of all three
components of the editor‟s language knowledge domain: grammatical, rhetorical, and
visual. Albers‟(2000) discussion further suggests how technologically driven changes to
work practice may also reconstitute the power and authority relations between authors
and editors.
Of course, technology has always been one of the principal drivers of editing
work because it is itself the interface between text creation and publication in every
variety of form and medium. Issues of technological change and how those changes have
and will affect the mode and manner of editing documentation for both print and
electronic publication have appeared regularly in both journal articles and technical
communication textbooks since the advent of desktop publication and the development of
software-enabling online collaboration. Early concerns that spell and grammar checkers
might replace the need for editing have long passed by the wayside, of course, turning
attention in the early 1990s from job prospects to those features and functionalities of
software tools that might be best for electronic and online editing. But Albers‟ discussion
is different for the level of technology he addresses and for his in-depth examination of
the fundamental changes to text and the working practice of editing that such technology
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demands, now and in the years ahead, as databases become larger and even more
responsive to the user needs of the moment.
Specifically, the programming innovations designed to create and manage
document databases that enable on-demand customized user-generated texts are the
subject of Albers‟ examination of “what the future may hold” for editors, whose purview
will likely come to include responsibility for the rhetorical effectiveness of such
dynamically cobbled documents—if companies are willing to invest in that level of
quality assurance, he further notes. And this new responsibility may come, Albers points
out, even though the editor cannot edit such documents in the traditional way as fixed
organic and rhetorical wholes because each user-generated document is unique, having
been fluidly created and customized by adaptive systems in the database that generate the
“on-demand” document, based not only on the information goals in the database itself but
also on the user‟s actions, his previous queries in the system, and even, perhaps, on his
level of user expertise.
The document Albers (2000) is concerned with is itself a compilation of
information “chunks” or modules within the database that are recruited and then
delivered onto a “page” based entirely on user needs at that moment. Presumably, from
user to user and even from time to time for the same user, the document that appears will
vary, so that editors are without what I previously described as their singularly
advantaged meta-position on the text. The problem, of course, is that the individual
chunks of information housed in the database will have been written by multiple authors
and even across wide spans of time. Even if the individual chunks have been written to
stand alone as self-contained and complete bits of information, the chunks when cobbled
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together by the system may lack consistency of style, syntax, semantics, tone, and voice
that may not articulate well together and so undermine the document‟s rhetorical
effectiveness overall. The result, Albers notes, could be a document that, while complete,
yet lacks the cohesion and coherence necessary to effective communication of
information and ultimately, the usability of a company‟s product, both of which failures
translate into increased costs in the long term. So the stakes would seem to be high for
getting the information bits rightly written and edited before they get into the database at
all.
But how to do just that is exactly the question that Albers poses, and specifically
for editors. When the traditional concepts of text and textuality are exploded by this new
technological capability and when the editor cannot evaluate, much less control, the
make-up of the final document, given the innumerable versions that are possible, how
does the editor edit in order to ensure consistency, cohesion, and coherence in each
unique informational mosaic users create? The question the author poses is intriguing
enough as it is, of course, but even more so for the way it unsettles our traditional notions
of rhetoric and our understanding as technical communicators of the ways that writers
make rhetorical choices in their writing and the ways that editors evaluate those choices.
In short, dynamic documentation forces a fundamental change in our thinking about the
elements of classical rhetoric, especially in regard to arrangement and delivery when
documentation is spontaneously generated by an instantaneous personal user-based
summons.
For editors, the phenomenon forces a similarly fundamental change in the way
those documents are evaluated for their rhetorical effectiveness, necessitating a
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reconfiguration in thinking about substantive editing as the high level edit that ensures
rhetorical effectiveness by harmonizing textual elements from the top down into an
organic whole, and reconsidering rhetorical effectiveness substantively from somewhere
in the middle of a document‟s structure. This middle-level structural edit, what Albers
calls content editing, is exactly what he contends is the answer to his core question
concerning dynamic document consistency, cohesiveness, and coherence overall and how
editors may ensure it. On this level alone, he says, “sits the realm of consistency and
coherence which allows the text to be smoothly assembled and to communicate with the
reader” (Albers, 2000, p. 6). Content-level editing is the key to managing dynamically
generated documentation and it is here on this middle level of document structure that
tight control of style and fidelity to closely worked standardization of “phrasing, word
choice, and sentence structure” can create the quality of “encapsulation” in stand-alone
content, building self-containment in at the modular and molecular levels in order to
ensure a consistency and cohesion at the macro-level that will enable all of the
information chunks to cobble up on demand in a coherent whole. The idea takes some
effort to grasp, because it requires reconceptualizing a document‟s organizing schema as
a skeleton that orders and unites content in a hierarchized organic whole to a sort of
intertextual DNA built into each chunk that governs and binds the content that can
articulate before and after each chunk. An organizing strategy built in at this middle level
of document structure then would align all the other textual elements from the inside out,
rather than from the outside in.
Of course, the challenge to writers is nearly as challenging as it is to editors as
Albers (2000) describes this unique responsibility and entirely new criterion of textual
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evaluation. Style guides, themselves, would need to be redefined, according to Albers, to
provide for writers much more than just guidelines about macro-level structure,
organization, and development or micro-level structural details concerning punctuation
substantively on the middle level and actually “provide guidance to the writer on how to
write the text, including phrasing, word choice, and sentence structure” (p. 6). In short,
the editor would need to “infringe upon the content” in an entirely new way, “an area
where the author usually receives little editorial guidance,” and I would add, outside of
organizational writing contexts, an area that is traditionally the sacred ground of
authorship and the writing subject-matter expert. Furthermore, editors in this new work
context would be required to synthesize a variety of aims, through document usability
testing, audience analysis, and the informational goals of the database, itself, in
determining the content that was to be developed. And definitions for and methods of
writing “encapsulated” content would also need to be researched, presumably with the
help of syntactic and semantic theory from linguistics, and tested as a principal editing
function.
Finally, Albers (2000) alludes to the shift in editorial power and authority that
would come as well with the special challenges and expansions of the editor‟s traditional
role in the context of document database management, particularly with writers. As
described, these changes to practice that dynamic documentation would necessitate
would require the editorial roles of coach, teacher, and ally to shift subtly but
significantly—as the editor imposed more and more standardization on content—to
include the role of writers‟ taskmaster, something more akin to the relationships between
writers and editors in the field of journalism than has traditionally been the case in
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professional writing and technical communication, in particular. And, I think, the
implications here are significant on the level of organizational politics in their potential to
reshape and even redefine the power and authority relations between writers and editors
in such a work context.
Albers‟(2000) article challenges a great deal concerning matters of practice,
knowledge, and even the medium of textuality where editors do their work as the direct
result of technological innovation that breaks down traditional notions of textuality,
rhetorical effectiveness, and editorial evaluation of text. It also forces us to reconsider
even the very nature of substantive editing and how it can be most productively applied
to an evaluation of such dynamically generated texts. Finally, we are compelled to further
consider the relationships among writers and editors, textuality and technology, power
and authority, knowledge and practice, and even costs and quality assurance in such
contexts. For all of these reasons, Albers‟ examination of the changing roles and
responsibilities of editors as the result of technologically driven redefinitions of textuality
is provocative, insightful, and illuminates the complexities of editorship in a rapidly
changing and technologically governed writing and publishing environment. Finally, the
discussion offers a framework for further insights into the many consequences to work
practices that have for over a thousand years been defined, shaped, and influenced over
and over again by technological innovation that seems destined to continually expand and
reconfigure our very notions of texts and textuality—not to mention the challenges that
go along with ensuring the success of medium and message in communicating
information that people depend on.

56

Taken together, the contributions of Albers (2000), Buehler (2003), Bush and
Campbell (1995), Dragga and Gong (1989), Mackiewicz and Riley (2003), Speck (1991),
Van Buren and Buehler (1980), and Zook (1975, 1976) represent the initial steps in
building a theoretical knowledge base for the profession of editing that can serve as a
nucleus of foundational knowledge upon which much needed future work can be
pursued. These efforts take up some of the most important and fundamental attributes of
editing knowledge and the evolution of expert practice. As such, they point the way to
further explorations of what I contend has long been a keenly analytical knowledge base
comprised of high-level English language knowledge (grammatical, rhetorical, and
visual) as a core competency, an underlying ethos of relation and practice inherited from
editing‟s earliest professional ancestors, and a social intelligence that enables an invested
and collaborative engagement with both authors and texts. This knowledge base itself is
further predicated on a long-standing and traditional reverence for objectivity,
transparency, and truth-telling as well as attributes of artistry in the humanities,
specifically in art and literature, culture and language, and in the gentle social graces of
humanity, hospitality, and humor. While rhetorical theory has provided the launching
point for several of these nuclear works as I have described them, there is yet one more
contribution, and a recent one at that, to what I have counted as seed crystals in the
formation of a body of synthesized theoretical and historical knowledge for the
profession.
Making the first contribution of its kind for the field of technical communication,
Edward Malone (2006) has pulled from both primary and secondary sources from the
fields of printing and book history to make the case that the “learned correctors” or
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freelance scholars hired by early modern printers were in fact performing many of the
roles and functions that we consider today to belong to the purview of technical editors.
Malone‟s examination is the first historical treatment of technical editing specifically that
links the current practice of the moment, particularly in terms of the challenges rapid
technological change poses to many of editing‟s core competencies, to comparable work
done historically. In making for the first time that connection so clearly and explicitly, it
is to be hoped that much more will follow in Malone‟s wake along similar lines, and
specifically for technical editing as a subfield of technical communication.
The contribution is important also in providing just the kind of historical
background sketching so crucial in broadening our understanding of our own field, for
the discussion also implicitly makes the point that learned correctors‟ scholarly
knowledge in terms of both subject-matter expertise and functional fluency in the
scholarly languages of Greek, Latin, Hebrew, and other languages was required in order
to ensure accuracy, completeness, and coherence. As Malone takes great care to point
out, these learned correctors performed many more “editorial” functions than simply
copyediting and proofreading of the manuscripts they worked on, but were concerned
with issues of format, layout, and even usability as well. Like the medieval scribes that
preceded them, they too added such reader-centered navigational tools as page numbers,
title pages, tables of contents, annotations, and indexes, suggesting a savvy awareness of
audience that Malone (2006) also points out as being key to their ability to localize
content specifically for English readers (p. 413). While he does not identify all three
types of language knowledge (grammatical, rhetorical, and visual) as operational in these
early correctors‟ roles, they certainly are implied.
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And, finally, just in case there should be any naysayers in our discipline who may
claim that historical research has no application for our field, Malone (2006) also rightly
points out the linkages between our more sophisticated understanding of authorship as a
collaborative process and the contributions of the learned correctors “along a
communication chain” that stretched along the entire length of the printing and book
production process. Further, he reiterates the link between the work processes of editing,
and even the need for editing in the first place, as a function of the technology that
enables mass production of copy for an audience. To be sure, the understanding of
learned correctors as editors dealing with the myriad errata produced by the printing press
is also a key to understanding and even formulating a typology of errata typical in our
digital age, the author contends. Applications abound, in other words, and so do the
opportunities for deepening our understanding of our own work processes, principles,
philosophies, and ethics.
Malone (2007) elaborates the same point further in a more general follow-up
review of historical research in technical communication over the last fifteen years.19
Given the strong case he makes for the value of historical knowledge to our discipline
and the need for historical work in technical editing specifically, I strongly suspect that
he has had to field the same kinds of questions I have over the last few years in
undertaking historical research on editing, a technical field so thoroughly and necessarily
grounded in practice, practicality, and application of knowledge—techné—that perhaps

19

I have found Malone‟s careful enumeration of “the uses of historical studies in technical
communication” to be effective talking points for pitching the importance of historical research to the
technical editing profession. As such, they make an excellent “elevator talk,” justifying the value of a welllit path—both forwards and backwards—to even the most workplace- and technology-limited discussions
of current editing practice.
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we have tended to overlook the importance, and even the usefulness, of epistemé. Given
the works that I have so far enumerated here that could provide us starting points for
much more work that needs to be done in both theory and history, perhaps in identifying
such contributions as individual seed crystals in a nucleus of foundational work, we can
consider more carefully the work that has already been done and chart ourselves some
new research directions that plumb deeper and range more broadly than the state of our
art at the moment. I believe that nothing less than our professional status, standing, and
value in the workplaces of the future depend upon it.
The Need for a Deeper View: Intensive Farming
As much as the absence of the broad perspective limits the contextual
understanding of the principles and practices of editing, so does the absence of a deeper,
more intensive perspective limit the understanding of the cognitive nature of editing
work, especially in relation to writing. There are currently many surface descriptions of
how editors work. But there is no theoretical model for editing, despite the fact that
within our own field, several models for document design have been offered that include,
particularly, the notion of recursiveness, revision, and redesign after an evaluative
process.20 Furthermore, although several different types of purposeful reading have been
identified among readers of technical documentation21, only Schriver (1989) has come
close to discerning the unique kind of reading that editors do while editing.22 The point is
20

Hackos (1994); Mok (1996); Redish (2000).
Redish (1989).
22
While not identifying expert writers undertaking the evaluation of text quality specifically as
professional editors, Schriver (1989) compares the differences between “reading to comprehend” and
“reading to evaluate” a text, adapting models from Hayes, Flower, and Schriver (1987), which in turn were
adapted from Thibadeau, Just, and Carpenter (1982). Schriver (1989) notes the cognitive complexity of
“reading to comprehend,” in the first place, and rightly describes the even more complex task of “reading to
evaluate”: “Reading to evaluate text . . . is built on top of the comprehension process, but with the added
21
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that even within the boundaries of our own discipline, certain lines of foundational and
theoretical work have already been pursued that could be applied towards a more
intensive description of the editing process that would push past the surface details and
allow a more generic and foundational description. But thus far and unfortunately, the
work has not been brought forward to a treatment of the editor's work.
A cognitive description of the work of editing would reveal the levels and
processes of analyses that editors employ as they move through their own specialized
reading of a text, begin to apprehend the document‟s schema, and then project an
evaluative comparison of that document with the appropriate genre standards of format,
language, and style that serve as the basis upon which recommendations for additions,
deletions, and emendations are conceptualized and formulated. A theoretical treatment of
the cognitive nature of the editing process would bring to light the analytical and
evaluative nature of editing in an unprecedented way, especially—and this is important—
as it compares to the writing and revision processes undertaken by writers on their own
texts.23 The absence of such a model specifically for editing has been particularly
unfortunate for the profession given some of the excellent work done in the field of
composition and rhetoric already concerning the processes of writing and revision,
particularly by Schriver (1989) and the earlier work of Hayes et al. (1987) and others that
she, in turn, credits in her adapted models of textual evaluation (p. 240). That very

top-level goals of comprehending and criticizing the text from the point of view of its effectiveness for the
intended audience” (pp. 239-240).
23
Haugen (1991) finds expert revising and expert editing to be comparable in the problem-solving
processes writers and editors move through in evaluating a text, and that the problem continuum for
revision set out by Flower, Hayes, Carey, Schriver, and Stratman (1986) and Hayes, Flower, and Schriver
(1987) is equally representative of the editor‟s tasks. Though the identification of similarities in the
evaluative process is valuable, the fundamental differences between the writer‟s position and the editor‟s
position on the text, respectively, are not addressed.
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compelling work alone could provide a starting point for examining the cognitive
processes involved in the evaluation and improvement of text generated by another
person.
Gestalt theory, schema theory, reading theory, and even the recursive writing
process models of Hackos (1994), Mok (1996), and Redish (2000) could push such an
analysis even further and to greater depths. Such research would yield important rewards
for the profession‟s understanding of the nature of its own work, because the failure of
editors themselves to understand in clear detail the differences between the two processes
is in large part exactly what is at the heart of much of the confusion (on the parts of both
authors and editors) about editing and the nature of its contribution. Furthermore, this
lack of understanding is undoubtedly one of the principal reasons that editing lacks the
critical concept of editorship and why the work of editing has always been and remains
today traditionally uncredited work, despite the quality of its intellectual expertise. Even
professional editors seasoned by long years of practice and specialized expertise cannot
readily provide substantive but “elevator-styled” answers to some of the most
fundamental questions about editing:
Does one need to be a good writer to be a good editor?
What are the differences in knowledge between writers and editors?
Should one start as a writer and then become an editor, or vice versa?
What education is required for an editor?
What constitutes editorial expertise or mastery?
When an editor rewrites or contributes substantive ideas to an author's text, who
owns the new material? Does editorship ever become authorship?
When does editing begin? With the first markup? With the first reading? With the
first contact with the author?
Why is the work of editors traditionally uncredited?
Where did editors come from, and who was the first editor in English?
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How have the relationships among authors, editors, audiences, organizations, and
even the texts, themselves, evolved over time and as a result of technological
innovation?
At first, such questions as these seem self-evident, almost tantamount to asking
Maxwell Perkins why the sky is blue, but they are far from being easily answered by
even the most knowledgeable and experienced of editors. It has seemed to me that some
of the best editors working in the field today who are also leaders in their profession have
never, in the first place, considered such questions at all, precisely because the answers
require exactly the kind of historical and theoretical knowledge that the field currently
lacks. But these are the kinds of questions students and newcomers to the field have, and
they probe far below the surface of current practices for answers that are really anchored
in theories and concepts from writing and composition theory, reading theory, cognitive
psychology, and the philosophy of language, linguistics, and history, among others. The
trouble is that a synthesized theoretical foundation for the profession of editing is simply
not there at the moment, either for students or seasoned professionals, and the lack
reveals itself regularly in the workplace, in our journals and professional newsletters, and
even in the classroom texts that students rely on as introductions to the field.
The Need for a Broader View: Extensive Farming
Though a broader and more extensive description of the profession is sorely
needed, an historical treatment of editing that would open up such a description has so far
not been done, though as I have noted, Malone‟s (2006) examination of learned
correctors as early versions of technical editors is groundbreaking in that regard.
Nevertheless, and because this kind of research has only just appeared in our field, at
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present students and professionals alike have little sense of where editors came from, who
the first editors in English were, how they worked, what technology they used, where
they stood in relation to the texts they mediated or the audiences they aimed to serve.
Further, the importance of editors and their professional ancestors as key players in the
intersections among textuality, authority, power, literacy, and knowledge has been a
subject seeming to have never been broached at all, as I pointed out earlier, probably
because the notion of editors has traditionally been associated only with printing presses
and publishing in the first place, and in the second, because editors have been overlooked
in histories more concerned with the less ephemeral and more tangible contributions to
texts associated with authors, publishers, and the texts themselves—in their final
versions.
This near absence of history leaves the profession with the most myopic and,
therefore, merely reactive view of itself, however, because without the larger temporal
perspective and the historical context, no one can tell in any meaningful way how things
started, how they have changed, or where they ought to be going in the future. Without an
historical body of knowledge underpinning and informing principles of practice,
philosophy, and ethics, the profession of technical editing can hardly hope to fully define
itself, measure its performance and progress, or chart its goals for the future. Even in the
most practical of terms, neither can it even explain itself adequately to coworkers and
colleagues on any given workday.
Beyond the Fences: Looking for History’s Exemplars
As is the case in early research on a concept or phenomenon that is only vaguely
or partially understood, a more extensive and qualitative description of editing would
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offer a richly textured preliminary picture of a centuries-old practice that has gone
missing from our professional landscape for far too long. As already noted, work outside
the discipline of technical communication has yet to be mined very much at all for
foundational concepts, theories, and applications for editing. Research in
communications, media studies, writing and reading theory, linguistics, social and
cognitive psychology, biography, and the histories of science, technology, printing, and
book publication are but a few of the lines of investigation that could be readily taken up
towards a fuller and richer understanding of editing. From both within our field and
without, a multi-disciplinary qualitative description of editing could emerge that would
provide a larger context in which the profession of editing could be understood—and
even advanced—by students and professionals both.
Such a study on so many levels would be an enormous undertaking, of course,
requiring extensive reading across multiple disciplines in order to provide such a
comprehensive exploration of editing practice. But opening up an understanding of
editing on a variety of theoretical levels could be done one step, one theory, one
investigation at a time to contribute to a body of foundational knowledge that is sorely
needed. Before we can launch those more intensive investigations of our practice,
however, I suggest that the historical approach must be taken up in earnest and right
behind the example of Malone (2006) first, if for no other reason than to identify, if only
as a starting point, exactly what the enduring principles and philosophies of practice are
that have remained constant over time—across all genres of writing and textuality and
from one editor to another. The identification of these “attributes of editorship” is, I
believe, what has been missing in the profession‟s understanding and is in large part why
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the editing literature seems always to be so focused on the work issues of the moment
only and not on the larger more informing principles of philosophy, ethos, and practice
that are common to all the work of editing.
Towards that end and in the chapters ahead, I hope to provide the profession of
editing with just such a starting point by offering an historical view of some of its most
basic principles of practice, relation, and ethos through an examination of its first
practitioners working on what would become English soil. What I aim to do through the
lens of history is to look at the working lives of these exemplar editors specifically as
editors, rather than as mere scribes and copyists. This is an introspection rarely offered,
as Morrison (2005) has pointed out,24 in historical and biographical research aiming to
unearth the individual philosophies and principles of practice underpinning the
professional working lives of even the most famous of editors. In researching the work
that has already been done in the histories of manuscript production, I hope to bring to
the surface the undercurrent principles and philosophies of practice and ethos among
these editors in their professional lives that have remained constants in the field from the
medieval period all the way up to the current moment. Further, I intend to show that
history‟s exemplar editors have not only contributed to the moral traditions of editorial
practice over the centuries, but also, as model figures, have possessed uniquely situated
power and authority in their varying relations with audiences as well as in their capacity
to mediate meaning in the texts they helped to “give out” to the world through
publication.
24

Morrison (2005) attributes this opacity concerning individual editors‟ own working processes to
an editorial tradition that is typically self-effacing: As “ghosts in the machine, the secret sharers, the
anonymous power behind the throne,” their autobiographical confessions are typically “bland and
uninformative” (p. 2).
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Beginning with the monastic scribal culture of the medieval period in Britain
forces us to begin at the beginning, as it were, in an effort to locate what are truly the
common denominators throughout a long timeline of professional practice, across a wide
variety of types and genres, and even over a range of technologies. It is only in this long
view that we can be sure to capture and identify the commonalities that have informed
and shaped the profession of editing in every aspect of its philosophy, ethics, practice,
and relation right down to the present moment. It will be a worthy and creditable
professional heritage that these earliest ancestral portraits are bound to show, the heroism
of which editors today are fully justified in appropriating, as we will see in the pages
ahead, because we have come by the principles that enabled it honestly.
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Chapter 3. Medieval Britain’s Monastic Scribes as the First English Editors
A Reconfigured View
If we are to capture the longest and fullest view of the history of editing in English, we
need to consider the work, in the first place, in terms of the broadest possible definition.
In its most elemental sense, editing refers to the introduction of changes to a text in
between the author's writing of it and its being "put out there," that is, published or
otherwise disseminated to an audience. Considered in this way, the work of emending
texts has been a part of human intellectual history for thousands of years, by this generic
definition, beginning with the first creation of a copy of a text, likely to have been as
mundane an occasion as an ancient Sumerian scribe in a marketplace copying a list of
goods onto a soft-clay tablet with a stylus. Though his aim would surely have been to
maintain fidelity to the original, the copy would have necessarily differed in same way
from it, whether by intent, by error, by medium, by graphic arrangement, or simply
because of the difference of human hand. Whatever the changes were, whether or not
they remained a permanent record and even whether or not they improved
communication, they could have been meaningful and of consequence to those
concerned, or not at all. Of course, differing versions of a grocery list are one thing;
differing versions of the Gospel narratives, for example, are another. But even in the
postulated case of the Sumerian‟s list, however, there would have been a difference
between the text of the original and the text of the copy, for better or worse. And whether
we are talking about ancient scribes or modern-day editors, it is precisely this difference
of version that accounts for the capacity of those who emend texts, either by accident or
by intent, to mediate meaning among authors, audiences, and even the texts, themselves.
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We could take this notion a few steps further. Borrowing from Julie Kristeva‟s
schema of intertextuality (1980), we could even say that editorial emendation may
represent yet another plane of a document‟s textuality, one that is entirely obscured from
the reader, but one that has nevertheless contributed to the making of the author‟s
meaning. Among notions of intertextuality, paratextuality, and hypertextuality under
discussion in the wake of Kristeva‟s concept,1 especially within the context of electronic
media,2 we could even suggest that editorial emendation amounts to a kind of hypotext:
an undercurrent polyphonic dialogue3 between editor and author that shapes the final
rendering of the text and is still in some way operational in the construction of meaning.4
It is an idea ripe for investigation and one that would bolster our theoretical knowledge
and even further suggest on just how many levels editorial contribution operates in the
construction of meaning; but, it is beyond my scope here. Yet, the point is intriguing and
only underscores further how significant the activity of textual emendation has been and
continues to be in the making of knowledge and the shaping of meaning.
Editing as we think of it today has long been associated with the publishing
industry, of course, but even in English the business of introducing changes into texts for
the sake of their improvement goes back much further than the relative recency of the

1

See Bray, Handley, and Henry (2000) for discussion along these lines.
On literary hypertext and hypertext theory, see Bernstein (1998), Douglas (2001), Joyce (1996,
2001), Landow (1992, 1994, 2006), Bolter (2001), and Moulthrop (1989, 1991, 1992, 1994).
3
In “Discourse and the Novel,” Bakhtin (1981) discusses the dialogical quality of language and
the difficulty an author has in “expropriating” an authentic auctorial voice: “Language is not a neutral
medium that passes freely and easily into the private property of the speaker's intentions; it is populated -overpopulated with the intentions of others” (p. 297).
4
Malone (2007) points out how his examination of early-modern learned correctors as technical
editors reiterates the collaborative nature of authorship historically. Citing Thralls (1992), he further makes
the point that the editor is one of the “voices in dialogic tension” that is ultimately “retextualized” by the
author in the text‟s final published form, a form that “bears traces of . . . various dialogic partners” along
an “entire collaboration chain” (p. 68) within the printing house.
2
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term would suggest. In fact, according to the Oxford English Dictionary (1989) the word
editor does not even appear in the English language until 1649, and even then is used
only in the sense of “the publisher of a book,” well over two-hundred years after the
introduction of Gutenberg‟s printing press in England in 1476. It is not until 1712 that
usage connoting the secondary definition of editor appears in Addison‟s Spectator to
refer to “one who prepares the literary work of another person, or number of persons for
publication, by selecting, revising, and arranging the material . . . .” The verb edit appears
even later in the language in 1793, derived partly as a back-formation of editor, and
partly as a borrowing from the French éditér, meaning “one who publishes.” The
essential meaning underpinning all these forms and derivations, however, comes through
the Latin editus and its proto-Indo-European root –do, meaning “to give.” The root
meaning is all the more appropriate, as it turns out, because those who have worked to
mediate the success of texts by emending them to a standard in order to improve their
clarity and effect have given of themselves substantially to the human condition for more
than fifteen centuries—and have done so invisibly, at that.
It has been this invisibility as well as the ephemeral nature of the work that has in
large part made the activity so difficult to locate historically. Too, as has already been
pointed out, hunting the entry editor in indexes of scholarly works on the history of the
book, the history of print, and the history of publishing will yield little result if one is
looking for textual emendation that was going on prior to the early eighteenth century in
England. In short, we have to look for the work of textual emendation under other
names, other locators, and other contexts, just as Malone (2006) has done for his
consideration of seventeenth-century “freelance scholars” as early technical editors. And
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while he is fully right to think anachronistically and find in the work of these early
modern “learned correctors” a likeness to the work of present-day technical editing,
particularly in the expansion of their roles beyond mere proofreading and copyediting, his
insight goes only as far back in time as the work associated with the printing press and is,
therefore, somewhat abbreviated, and all the more so for accepting Eisenstein‟s rather
dismissive assessment of the work of scribes as merely calligraphic5.
Malone (2006) asserts incorrectly that scribes had been concerned only with the
“surface appearance” of manuscripts in comparison to printers who were, according to
Eisenstein (1979) as well, more focused on the substantive content of the manuscripts
they prepared for print. Such a conclusion suggests that medieval scribes typically were
either unaware of the content of the texts they copied or were indifferent to their meaning
and rhetorical effect on the audience for whom they were intended. In fact, according to
historians of monasticism, neither was the case typically, though poor scribes there
undoubtedly were among the thousands who rendered words into text and texts into more
texts for more than a millennium. But reading, study, and above all, inspired
understanding and appreciation of Scripture, patristic commentary6, and even the secular
works of antiquity were central to the monastic culture of the medieval West, and these

5

According to Eisenstein (1979), scribes were “fully preoccupied trying to shape evenly spaced
uniform letters in a pleasing symmetrical design” (p. 52). While she gives them credit for more than
“mindless copying,” she fails to see their larger role in manuscript production as involving far more than
the dutiful replication of letters.
6
Patristic literature refers to a body of theological commentary and interpretation of Scripture by
the founding fathers of the early Church, particularly during the first five centuries of its existence, as well
as the continuing commentary on those treatises by the popes, bishops, and other theologians, teachers and
Church leaders who followed in their wake. The Apostolic Fathers include Clement of Rome, Ignatius of
Antioch, and Polycarp of Smyrna, among others. The Greek Fathers include Origen, Irenaeus of Lyons,
Clement of Alexandria, and Athanasius of Alexandria. Tertullian, Ambrose of Milan, Jerome of
Stridonium, Augustine of Hippo, and Pope Gregory the Great are the more important Latin Fathers. (Fry,
1998, pp. xxxiii-xxxvi.)
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values extended to the texts that were being copied and recopied for the benefit of the
Church (Leclerq, 1974). In fact, the kind of reading that monks did required a special sort
of mindset and purpose that went far beyond what our modern technical communication
scholars would term “reading to learn” (Redish, 2000) or even “reading to evaluate”
(Schriver, 1989). Rather, in the ideal, all reading in the monastery, including that done
while copying manuscripts, was undertaken not only with the purpose of intellectual
understanding but also with the aim of apprehending the sublime. This complex of
purpose, duty, and prayerful cognition was the dye in the wool of Christian monastic
culture in medieval Britain. It was, according to Pope Gregory I (593), the model of
learning taken from the example of St. Benedict‟s own life: Scienter nescius et sapienter
indoctus, that is, “instructed with learned ignorance, and furnished with unlearned
wisdom” (Life of Benedict, Book II, Prologue). And that same complex of purpose, duty,
and sacred communion within the activity of reading was meant to apply to all the
reading the monks did, whether it was during the periods of the day allotted to the Divine
Offices of the liturgy, the private prayerful reading and reflection on the Scriptures done
in solitude, the studied (but cautioned) reading of Greco-Roman secular literature, or the
reading of manuscripts for the purpose of copying. Reading was meant to be a spiritual
experience as well as an intellectual one, and those benefits were intended to pertain
during the copying of manuscripts as well.
Not only do Eisenstein (1983) and Malone (2006) both underestimate the value
that monastic culture placed on the meaning of the texts they copied, but they mislead in
comparing an idealized and homogenized description of practice in the workplace of the
printing house with a scrappier description of the sometimes less-than-ideal and variable
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workaday realities of the scriptorium. Such a lopsided comparison can only yield a
distorted conclusion, and therefore a view somewhat imbalanced. To be sure, both scribal
codices and early modern printed books were routinely chock-full of all variety of errors.
In fact, the „authority‟ of printed texts in the early modern period, generally, was all the
more dubious simply because of widespread piracy and profiteering, two problems that
were nonexistent in the work culture of monastic scribes. Adrian Johns (1998) points out
that well into the 17th century, stationers and booksellers routinely appropriated
ownership rights over copies of printed books and exercised enormous autonomy both in
the number of copies they produced and even in the interpretations they made of the texts
they printed (p. 446). Notions of intellectual property, authorship, and copyright were
only beginning to emerge conceptually—and economically—within the governing
authority and policies of the Stationer‟s Company during the early-modern period in
England. In contrast to the early print culture that had emerged in London during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, monastic scribal culture would not even have been
aware of such issues of textual propriety, since the authorship of the Scriptures, as well as
of all the words of commentary on them, were considered to be part and parcel of the
early Church, which was itself one body, “one with God,” and one with the Word. The
good news of the Gospels was as early as the mid-fifth century in Hibernia (Ireland) and
the late 6th-century in Britain, just that, brand-new information that was intended to be
made copious, plentiful, and readily available among the officials of the Church. The
Gospel Books were part of the “paraphernalia of Christianity. . . . essential accessories
like relics and vestments” (De Hamel, 1986, p. 32). As a “religion of the book” (Ehrman,
2005, p. 17), Christianity relied in its early centuries just as it does today on the
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revelation of God‟s truth through the written word for the purposes of both individual
salvation as well as evangelization of the masses. Early missionaries in Britain would
have brought, within the folds of their robes, attached to their belts, or carried in their
packs, the material and visual proof of the Gospel message in the form of books. And
even though, mark for mark, letter for letter, and word for word, the faithful duplication
of a copy of a text would have been the more challenging to the human hand than to a
press of moveable type, the intent of the scribe to preserve the original meaning and
fidelity to the text from which he copied for the sake of the salvation of his own soul was
surely the stronger motive when compared to the majority of even the most reputable
early printers who, entrepreneurs all, regarded their audiences as customers and were
likely to have engaged in one form or another of piracy at least some of the time (Johns,
1998, p. 166 ).
Finally, printers employing “learned correctors” to ensure the value and
credibility of their publications were in the minority among their peers during this period,
and even then the practice would have been limited to the “editing” of manuscripts and
typescript galleys treating academic subjects, such as mathematics, astronomy,
navigation, and “natural philosophies,” exclusively. In the early culture of print, learned
correction was not the norm in the majority of printing houses. In early medieval
monasteries, it is impossible to know how regularly church officials may have appointed
proofreaders or served as similarly “learned correctors” of the chirographic (handwritten)
pages being copied in real time by scribal hands. In the later centuries of the Middle
Ages, however, this practice is evident when the more learned scribes, abbots, and even
bishops took the duty upon themselves to go back to codices copied sometimes hundreds
74

of years earlier and attempt to “correct” them in accordance with other manuscripts of the
same title or their own knowledge. Rather than disappearing into the dust bins of the
printer‟s shop, these corriga have remained part of the written record in manuscript
codices in a way that emendations made to printed texts have not. Medieval “corrections”
of punctuation, abbreviation, spelling, and words, not to mention translations, appear as
interlineal and marginal glosses in the texts, themselves. While these “overwritten”
emendations sometimes complicate the efforts of paleographers working to determine the
date, location, and even name of the author or scribe of a manuscript, they nevertheless
prove just how important it was to those who, literally, had a hand in their production to
preserve the accuracy, clarity, and completeness of the texts that served as nothing less
than the very wellsprings of their intellectual and spiritual lives. And such scribal
“editing” could be just as substantive, not to mention learned, as any that was done by the
paid scholars for hire who served as the early “technical editors” for London printing
houses.
However much Eisenstein (1979) and Malone (2006) may have overlooked the
work of scribes as a bona fide form of editing, yet the anachronistic view of editing is
valuable in and of itself for pushing past the usual contexts we associate with editors and
helping us to reconfigure our view of the work. Not only must we think outside of our
own time and place, but we also must look beyond traditional associations with the work
that also tend to obscure editing‟s true ancestry. It seems that the technology of the
printing press is in our thinking so firmly linked with textuality, bookmaking, and mass
production that we have not thought to consider the work of textual emendation outside
the context of Gutenburg‟s invention and the printed page. Not only has our view of
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editing‟s history been occluded somewhat by the anachronism of its work title when we
try to apply any conception of editor to similar work of an earlier time but it has also
been obscured even further by the erroneous notion that the invention of the book, the
traditionally-assumed working medium of the editor, was the direct consequence of the
invention of the printing press. In fact, the incunabula, that is, the first generation of
books printed using moveable type and usually defined as those that were produced
between 1476 and 1501, appeared in design very like the manuscript books that were the
productions of human hands (Buhler, 1960). Because hand copied or chirographic books
were in fact the first books made in Britain, it can be no surprise that their conventions of
layout, design, and format—including the ratio of white space to ink7—should serve as
the models for the new texts created by the new “start-up” industry of the printing press.
In fact, it was the most finely wrought manuscripts of the medieval period that provided
early printers with hundreds of models of the most exquisite calligraphy ever produced
for their type designs (Drogin, MC, p. 60). In most respects, the only real difference
between manuscript or chirographic books and printed books was the technologies used
to produce them (Clement, 2003, Part II, para. 19).
This is not to suggest that the book as a textual form was invented in the British
Isles. On the contrary, and as Gamble (1995) explains, the codex or leaf book, as
opposed to a roll or scroll, was a Roman invention of the first century A.D. (p. 53).
Before the codex, most ancient Roman literature had been written on scrolls made from
the pith of the papyrus plant, a wetland sedge that grew prodigiously along the banks of
7

Avrin (1991) has pointed out that, because so many textual conventions have been carried over
throughout the history of bookmaking from Antiquity to the Middle Ages and even to the present day, their
commonality suggests, for example, that a consistent ratio of white space to ink on the page may be more a
matter of human neurophysiology than tradition (p. 5).
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the Nile. However, the book or codex with its separate pages that could be easily
accessed and read by turning single pages one after the other came to be the textual
medium of choice adopted by early Christianity. According to his well-reasoned
hypothesis, it was a primitive edition of the Pauline letters from late in the second century
A.D. that decisively established the codex rather than the scroll as the preferred format
for the majority of Christian writings that followed, both in the East and West. Gamble
argues that this older collection of the letters is probably the earliest of the Christian
writings, and while not extant, was certainly arranged in an order distinctively different
from two other “editions” of the collected letters in circulation in the Middle East during
the second century. This third but earlier edition, he contends, not only presents Paul‟s
letters in order of decreasing length but also in “counting together letters addressed to the
same community, thus emphasizing that Paul had written to seven churches” (p. 61).
Because this strategic arrangement of the letters was crucial in emphasizing the seven
communities to which they were addressed, their arrangement represents a rhetorical, and
from our perspective we might say, editorial, choice by the person who copied them that
would have depended on a fixed ordering of the letters.
As the argument goes, the order could have been fixed in a scroll, but Gamble
(1995) figures that such a long roll would have exceeded twenty-four meters in length,
twice what would have been typical for the day, and therefore would have proven nearly
unusable. Rather, he contends, this third edition was most assuredly in the form of a
codex that reflected Christians‟ utilitarian need for texts that were compact, easily
portable, and could be accessed and read randomly rather than serially. Taken together,
Gamble contends, it was the weight and authority of the Pauline letters appearing in the
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codex form as well as the transcriptional needs of early Christianity that made “the
adoption of the codex . . . neither circumstantial nor arbitrary, but a careful decision
based on the advantages of the codex for the text at hand. . . .” (p. 65). These advantages
of the book form over the scroll included the ability to compact twice as many lines of
text on a single page by inscribing front and back, facilitation of random-page access for
reference, and the ease of carrying in just one hand (pp. 61-70). Thus, what the discipline
of technical communication today would call issues of usability within the rhetorical
context of preaching and religious conversion seemed to be at least as important as the
authority of the codex edition of the Pauline letters in the early adoption of the form as
the preferred Christian textual medium.
I have included at some length this discussion of Gamble‟s (1995) reasoning in
order to make this more modern point about usability within the context of the missionary
aims of the early Christian community. But there is another point to be made as well, and
it underscores just how powerful textual emendation and the “editorial” judgment of
those who have stood throughout history in between the author‟s writing of a text and its
“publication” can be in mediating the meaning of a text, shaping its rhetorical effect, and
even creating new genres of discourse. Certainly in the case of this “seven churches”
version of the Pauline letter collection, it seems reasonable to assume that the scribe who
produced these letters by copying them was also instrumental in their binding, and thus,
in their resulting arrangement by addressee, so to speak. As Gamble has pointed out, this
unique arrangement emphasizes something new about Paul‟s letters that may have not
been apparent before in other “editions” circulating in the Middle East. That something
new is the salience of the seven communities who were recipients of the letters,
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suggesting by the visual and meta-language of the texts together that the target audiences
of the letters are at least as important as the content in each of them, and even further, that
the content of the individual letters is only clear, coherent, and complete when they are
read within a discrete grouping against the context of a specific community of Christians.
Just as the strategic arrangement and length of chapters in a book provide the reader with
visual cues about their importance relative to each other and to the controlling thesis of
the book itself, so the distinct grouping of individual letters conveys thematic meaning in
much the same way. Though Gamble does not specifically consider the rhetorical
decision-making behind the arrangement of this collection of Paul‟s letters, we can
rightly credit the scribe who created it with, at the very least, some pretty impressive
intuition about what we would today call the visual language of documentation,
especially the visual meta-language of information arrangement, hierarchy, and
ordination. While the author-ity of Paul‟s authorship unquestionably gives weight to the
codex form in which the letters are presumed by Gamble to appear, the letters themselves
are given some new importance, new meaning, and therefore new weight as well, simply
because of the improvement of their rhetorical effect by virtue of one deceptively simple
editorial decision about arrangement—by one unnamed and unknown scribe of antiquity.
So it would seem too that the authority of this version of the letter collection was at least
in part derived from the visual language of its arrangement—not to mention the editorial
intuition behind it.
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Though exactly when and how Christianity first came to the British Isles is
unclear,8 the codex would likely have accompanied the earliest missionaries, perhaps as
early as the second century A.D., but not later than the fourth century as suggested by
both archeological evidence of early Christian communities and an historical record of
three bishops from Britain having attended The Council of Arles in Gaul in 314.9
However it was that the old Celtic Christianity had come to be established originally,
whether alongside Roman occupation generally, by way of Egyptian monks from Gaul,
or via Irish peregrini,10 in any case, because Christianity is a religion “of written
revelation” (De Hamel, 1986, p. 11), that is, “a religion of the book” (Ehrman, 2005,
p.17), texts representing the holy words of the Church fathers, not to mention the
Gospels, would have been essential to the purpose of early monks and missionaries in
ensuring the salvation of their own souls as well as converting the pagan Celts and
spreading the Word of God. As the chosen textual form of early Christians, the codex for
the British Isles was an import, carried by way of early Church missionaries, and thus
serving as the medium of choice for what would become the first textual culture of
8

The Christian apologist Tertullian offers the earliest written evidence of Christians in Britain in
Book VII of his Adversus Judeaos (c. 200). In making his case for Christ‟s Coming, he includes Britain in
the countries that have already accepted Christ: “For upon whom else have the universal nations believed,
but upon the Christ who is already come? For whom have the nations believed,--Parthians, Medes,
Elamites, and they who inhabit Mesopotamia, Armenia, Phrygia, Cappadocia . . . . and the diverse nations
of the Gauls, and the haunts of the Britons--inaccessible to the Romans, but subjugated to Christ . . . .
[italics mine].”
9
In his Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Bede mentions the murder of the first British
martyr, St. Alban, during the time of the Diocletian Persecution (303-305); and notes at the time of the
Augustinian mission in 597, the ruins of a much older Church “built in ancient times in honour of St.
Martin [316-397], while the Romans were still in Britain” where the Kentish king Aethelberht‟s wife Berta
was in the habit of praying (Ch. 7, and Ch. 26, respectively). In addition, three British bishops were known
to have attended the Council of Arles in southern France in 314. (Haverfield, 1896, p. 420).
10
In the classical period and throughout most of the Middle Ages, Ireland was called Hibernia and
its people were referred to in Latin as the Scoti. Early Irish monks embraced what was known as White
Martyrdom, or the mission of evangelization, by setting sail from Hibernia in all directions in small
wooden boats with few provisions, trusting to God and the sea for both their welfare and their final
destinations (Cahill, 1996, pp. 280-281).
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England. Not only was the book form not a consequence of the technology of the
printing press, but it may be worthwhile to consider whether, without the invention of the
codex as a collection of separate leaves and without its adoption by early Christians, the
idea of the printing press would ever have occurred at all. Indeed, it would have been
impossible for that technology to have produced multiple copies of scrolls.
Hardly the inevitable result of an early-modern technology, the codex had long
been established as the centerpiece textual medium in medieval Britain by the time
Caxton brought the first press to England in the late fifteenth century. As an agent of
Christianity, knowledge, culture, and social change, the coming of the book to Britain
may have exerted at least as powerful an influence on what would become English
culture as Gutenberg‟s invention was to do more than a thousand years later. So despite
our erroneous assumptions about the connections between the book form and the printing
press—as well as the editor‟s place within that context—the codex was not the inevitable
consequence of the printing press. Rather, it may be instead that the printing press was
the inevitable consequence of the codex.
By the same token, neither was the work of textual emendation tied exclusively to
a single technology, nor was a single technology the only means of the “mass
production” of texts. It is important to remember that before the invention of moveable
type and the hand press, there were other technologies associated with writing that
enabled the production of manuscripts and codices. Although it is easy to dismiss what
from the perspective of our information-age may seem to be merely the rudimentary
materials required for rendering words into text—that is, pen (sharpened bone, ivory,
metal, reed, quill, fountain pen, ballpoint, or geltip), ink (natural dyes of botanicals or
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minerals), and some kind of a page (bark, papyrus, parchment, or paper)—it should be
appreciated that each of these materials is actually both the product of a technological
process and a technology in and of itself, which further enables yet another process: the
intellectual generation and visual rendering of words into text. Not only do the earliest
instruments and materials required for writing constitute technologies of the same broad
category to which the printing press belongs, but both the innovation of the pen and the
innovation of the press enable the mass production of those texts in the form of codices.
Though the outputs relative to each are on differing scales and may reflect differing
production values, the purpose and intent behind each of these technological processes
are the same, that is, to make copious the text of the exemplar from which every
subsequent “imprint” that follows is intended to be a true and accurate duplication. Just
as the birth of the book form is not predicated on the technology of the printing press,
neither is the mass production of the codex exclusively linked to that single technology.
The copying and recopying of texts by the human hand had been going on in the British
Isles alone for more than a thousand years before English printers set up shop and began
to use moveable type and the hand press to print the texts that had for so long a time
circulated among the literate in Britain and on the Continent in chirographic form. And
even once texts began to be printed in quantity, many of those served as exemplars for
continued hand copying (McKitterick, 2005, p. 47). While the printing press would
eventually and inevitably dominate as the technology of book production, there was
considerable overlap between both transcription and publication for quite some time.
Nevertheless, the human version of the technology of mass production in England began
with the hands of medieval monastic scribes. And because it did, we may rightly wonder
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whether any other community of workers in the history of the world had ever been in
such a unique and powerful position to influence all the rest.
A Reconfigured Understanding
As my previous allusion to Sumerian scribes already suggests, and as our
reconfigured and broadened view of the context associated with the work of textual
emendation further permits us to see, the earliest work of introducing changes to texts in
order to improve communication began long before the printing press became a
technology of mass production and a means of expanding the number of available texts
across the British Isles. It is the contention of this dissertation that, in fact, the earliest
professional ancestors of editors in English were the monks of the early Church in Britain
who copied from other texts by hand using quills, botanical inks, and animal skins called
parchment or vellum.11 Thereafter the ancestry of editing can then be traced from
monastic scribes and lay stationers of the Middle Ages, to fifteenth-century London
printers and later early-modern publishers, to the emergent tradition of technical
documentation in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, to the activities of the Royal
Society, to eighteenth-century journalists, and finally to today‟s professional editors who
work in a variety of venues, all associated with publication of one kind or another and in
one form or another. Of course, such an historical trace is but one of many lines that are
possible in an historical investigation of ancestry. But no matter how such evolutionary
lines are drawn, the starting point for all of such histories is the same, for the earliest
predecessors of editors in English were most certainly the Christian monks of the early
medieval period who copied and recopied manuscripts at some of the most important
11

Parchment is the scraped, stretched, dried, and whitened (parched) skin of goats, sheep, or
cattle; vellum usually refers to calf skin but can also indicate a skin of whiter, smoother, or finer quality.
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manuscript-production monasteries in Britain, including those at Winchester, Canterbury,
Durham, York, and Lindisfarne (Avrin, 1991, p. 204).
The vast majority of the texts they copied were written in Latin, since English was
not being written even in administrative documents until the fourteenth century (Graddol,
Leith, & Swann, 1997, p. 49), but they also copied texts written in Greek, Aramaic, and
Hebrew as well, even when they may have had no knowledge of such languages and the
task of reproduction would have necessitated nothing more, and nothing less, than the
exactitude required by the most mechanical letter-by-letter transcription. While their
manuscripts were most often copied from the sacred texts of the Gospels and the patristic
literature of the early Church Fathers, they also copied secular works from antiquity that
had been salvaged from the libraries and the private collections of the ancient world,
which included the works of the historians, poets, astronomers, mathematicians, and
grammarians of the Greco-Roman period. Even when a scribe copied outside the range of
his knowledge and fluency, it was nevertheless because of such efforts that the texts
saved from the destruction of barbarian burning and looting during the fall of Rome were
able to be reproduced and transmitted in the West, both across Britain and the European
continent.
Once the Church had been reestablished in Britain in 597 with the Gregorian
mission to evangelize the Anglo-Saxons that was headed by Augustine and, it was the
scribes of that early Church who were charged with the responsibility of copying and
recopying the documents that were most needed for the conversion of the barbarian
Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. As an early form of mass production, copying was the essential
occupation in the monasteries because the authority and power of text was crucial to
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converting the pagan illiterates and advancing the influence of the early Church,
furthering its political interests, and ensuring its survival. Sacred texts in the form of the
Gospel Books were fundamental to the Gregorian mission, but a wide array of other
service and instructional documents were needed in support of new converts‟ education
in the faith. Sermons were copied, hagiographies were compiled and reproduced, and
calendars, homilaries, versiculares, and even customized Books of Hours were made and
copied for the edification of the laity. For the monks themselves, chronicles,
commentaries, liturgical and service books, prayer books, notebooks, rule books,
penitentials, and other documents bearing on the continuity, order, and regulation of
community life were also needed. What we might refer to today as the internal and
external business documents of the Church corporate were also indispensible, including
wills, deeds, legers, journals, inventories, and letters. While the reproduction of sacred
texts was paramount to both the Church‟s mission to evangelize the masses as well as
advance the spirituality of its monastic communities, practical realities and political
necessity also required the Church to secure a permanent foothold across the country and
within the local courts, so scribal duties regularly included the documentation of charters,
endowments, and property that were deeded from the estates of the area ruling nobility.
Given the requirements for such a wide range of manuscripts to be copied or
created and then recreated, it is easy to appreciate just how important the activity of
copying was to the early Church. Indeed, a capable and efficient scribe was the
equivalent of a golden goose to his monastery, and his work was regarded as the most
important and elevated form of manual labor possible to perform. Particularly suited to
the routinized and regulated life of the monastic, the creation and recreation of
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manuscripts was considered lofty service, and every hand that could write was recruited
in the glorification of the Almighty, the evangelization of the masses, and the progress of
the Church. So important was this activity that even those who were either incapable or
simply poorly disposed to copying were enlisted in all the tasks associated with
manuscript production, including parchment making, quill preparation, ink making, page
preparation, and book binding.
Of course, it was the mass production of the religious material of the Church by
way of hand copying that was the principal aim and sacred duty of the scribes, but
glorification of God and Church in carrying out the work was also very much a part of
the emergent work ethic of the scriptorium as well. Accuracy and fidelity to the master
text was so important as to be a criterion for the salvation of the scribe‟s very soul, since
to introduce error was the equivalent of committing a sin. Though the early work of
copying text often involved the deliberate introduction of changes, the work nevertheless
reflected a tacit reverence for the authority of the written word and a recognition that a
dutiful diligence in attempting to preserve the exemplar text, or at least what was taken to
be its correct meaning, was crucial in its mass production. Of course, the mere act of
copying itself offered plenty of opportunities for mistakes to be made and unintended
errors to be introduced. Though the scribes of the Church believed in the sacred duty with
which they had been entrusted and the high service to the Almighty that copying
represented, they were also merely human beings with mortal coils who necessarily
endured “all that flesh is heir to,” much of which was keenly felt as they labored,
hunched and cramped over their manuscripts. Their working conditions varied from
monastery to monastery and region to region, of course, but as we will see in the chapters
86

ahead it is clear in the messages they left behind in the manuscript copies they made that
although they regarded their work as godly service, it was in every sense of the word also
physical labor as well (Drogin, 1983). Though it may have been the kind of physical
hardship requisite for the purification of the soul in preparation for the afterlife, it was
also the kind of work that could, after interminable hours, dull mind, body, and soul
altogether, creating just the circumstances of wearied monotony where mistakes were
likely to be made and errors introduced into the Word of God and Church. That such
errors could be compounded, that is, made even exponential by copying was a point not
lost on those dedicated souls who were ever mindful that they were entrusted with
preserving the very word of God, Himself—The First Author of All, no less. That most of
the early texts being copied in Britain were done by the hands of religious men copying
biblical texts that made manifest the Holy Spirit strongly influenced the "authority"
ascribed to the written word, in general, and the reverence for the truth it represented. As
a religion predicated upon text for its historical and actual authority, Christianity
depended on access to and an understanding of the words that had been given from God,
and the Church relied on true, that is, exemplary, copies of its most important texts in
order to spread that Word, ensure its correct interpretation, and assert its own influence
intellectually and geographically.
Though the medieval scribe‟s work of interminable copying and recopying may
have been divinely inspired, it was, however, mortally rendered. Despite the most
painstaking effort and even careful proofreading by a Church elder, the introduction of
changes was inevitable. Some of the changes that were made were unintended human
errors—simple omissions, repetitions, misspellings, transpositions, recombinations, and
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misinterpretations—that were the consequences of eye strain, bodily fatigue, bonechilling English weather, poor light, or even, simply, flagging attention. Too, not every
scribe was fluent in the language in which he was working, and so at times copied by rote
without the contextual and syntactic clues that might otherwise guide his interpretation of
lettering and spelling. Other changes were intentional “corrections” of what were taken to
be errors of spelling, word choice, or meaning that were made in order to preserve what
was presumed or hoped to be the original text (Ehrman, 2005).
Still there were other changes made to the textuality of manuscripts that the
scribes copied that were neither unintentional errors nor intentional corrections. These
were the innovated changes of format that came to shape the evolving conventions of
arrangement, style, and even design that distinguished books from scrolls, the Gospels
from moral narratives, legers from lists, and letters from breviaries,12 for example. Their
development of formats such as script style, page size, line length, margin depth,
pagination, title pages, headings, tables of contents, indices, and even “graphics” and
white space also reflected their reverence for the integrity of the original text as well as
their sense of how texts might be used. The initiative to innovate textual elements as well
as their arrangement and harmony must also have reflected an intuitive sense of audience
and an emerging recognition that their needs for what we would call legibility,
readability13, balance, usability, and access also mattered to the success of those texts. It
is by way of this third category of textual emendations that medieval scribes can be
12

A breviary or missal is a service book that sets out the psalms, prayers, and hymns required for

each day.

13

It is important to bear in mind that reading in the early medieval period meant pronouncing the
words on the page aloud, either as a murmur to oneself or as a performance to a gathering of listeners. The
difference in cognitive processing of text is significant, as will be taken up in the pages ahead, and the
changes made to texts during this period reflect the needs of readers who would speak the text rather than
process it silently.
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rightly credited with having helped to create the first textual genres in English, genres
remaining so common in usage today as to be taken for granted entirely, if they are even
noticed at all as part of a document‟s underlying schema and matrix of meaning.
These formatting conventions are evident over time, of course, implicitly in the
texts that were being copied, but they were also made explicit in the scribes‟ own writings
about the texts they were creating. It is through these notes, marginalia, and colophons,14
particularly, that we can see the working world of the scribe come to life and a “state of
the art” of manuscript production begin to evolve as professional work. In their own
words is revealed a self-awareness of their work processes and an understanding that they
were part of a larger but elite community that was collaboratively engaged in furthering a
common good. In some of its aspects, this meta-language about language is recognizable
as an early kind of style guide, since the common theme of document specification was
aimed to maintain a consistency of language, style, design, and format across similar
document types and across a collaborative chain of work that might include parchment
maker, scribe, corrector, rubricator, and illuminator. Though the scribes‟ reason for being
was primarily the mass production of texts in support of the Church, their contribution to
texts and to an evolving “professional” awareness of their own work went far beyond
their ability—or, more precisely, their inability—to serve merely as human Xerox
machines.
While aiming here to enumerate what are sometimes the surprising contributions
that these early “editors” made to textuality and human knowledge-making through their
14

A colophon or explicit was the scribe‟s commentary on the text he was either in the midst of
copying or had just finished. As a genre, the form originated in Egypt and was used initially to authenticate
the veracity of the text copied by naming the exemplar text and indicating where, when, for whom, and by
whom the text had been recreated (Avrin, 1991, p. 7).
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deliberate formatting innovations to copied texts, I should in fairness emphasize once
more that not all of the changes that were made were improvements intended to
standardize form for the sake of clarity and rhetorical effect. As Bart Ehrman (2005)
makes clear in his report of the typology of errors that scribes introduced into the Greek
manuscripts of the New Testament, scribes sometimes simply made mistakes and
introduced errors into the manuscripts they copied. Some of these errors were simple and
unintentional; some were more complex and unintentional. Others, however, were
deliberate “corrections” of what the scribe took to be errata in the manuscript copy from
which he copied, “fixes” intended to preserve what was believed to be the true meaning
of the original text. Since an original manuscript was something of a rarity and not easily
gotten into hand, the scribe and even the officials of the Church who oversaw his work
would, more often than not, have been unable to determine what the original text was, so
on occasion they made an “educated” guess—consistent with their own beliefs and
values—and introduced a correction. Despite the well-meaning intent to preserve what
they believed to be the “right” meaning, both these unintended errors and deliberate
corrections created textual variance, that is, differing versions of an original text that
were themselves, in turn, used to make more copies. The result was, of course, that in
time different versions of the same text increased in number as they were copied and
recopied, sometimes exponentially, depending on how long the variant copy was in
circulation. Thus, as variant texts became more abundant, it was more and more uncertain
which version of the text truly represented the original work of the author. These
problems of textual variation have, of course, given rise to entire fields of scholarship and
research—particularly in literature, linguistics, history, and philosophy, among others—
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that turn on differences of meaning among versions of a text. Perhaps the field of biblical
scholarship is the one best known for its interest in textual variance; indeed, the entire
subfield of Christology, that is, the study of the nature of Christ, for example, is founded
precisely on variation in descriptions of Christ from one Gospel to another, and from one
version of a single Gospel to another (Ehrman, 2005, pp. 155-175).
Whether we should thank or curse these medieval scribes who were our first
English editors (though they did not initially work in English), for their very human
errors that have provided so much fodder for our scholarly mills is an open question, the
answer to which probably depending on one‟s view about the nature of the forces driving
intellectual inquiry and discovery. If cognitive dissonance is the mother of intellectual
inquiry and scholarly insight, then we could say that these first English editors certainly
made a contribution even in their production of errata. In a manner of speaking, we could
take those editorial “lemons” handed to us from our English textual past and “make
lemonade” of them by entertaining the view, albeit somewhat inverted, that perhaps those
devoted and tireless souls who labored hour after day after century with crabbed hands,
aching backs, sluggish circulation, and failing eyesight may actually have favored our
present understanding by way of their human failings. At the risk of suggesting that
editorial errors are desirable, textual variants do serve historians and paleographers well
as important markers of the time and place where they were made, as clues to the identity
of the person who made them perhaps, and even as indicators of the state of the English
language at the time. They may even reveal the social and political contexts in which they
appeared. We could say that in leaving for posterity the textual variance that scribes did,
they also provided that necessary impetus to insight and discovery—about the history of
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language change, the rise of literacy, and the uniquely authoritative power of texts to
shape thought, create knowledge, and stand as a collective of human memory that would
forge a permanent and textual link between past and present. Certainly our understanding
of the nature of writing, itself, has been advanced by the recognition that text is not as
permanent or fixed as we might be inclined to think, that in whatever form it has been
rendered historically—whether in paraffin, parchment, paper, or pixels—it has always
been characterized by some degree of liquidity. As agents of that liquidity, for better or
worse, the monastic scribes of medieval England who were also the earliest professional
ancestors of editors in English held a powerful position in the mediation of meaning and
the mediation of textuality for over seven centuries.
By the fourteenth century, writing rooms or scriptoria had been well established
both in and out of the English monasteries, and the work of copying was moved out of
the cloister and even beyond the monastery, itself, into the private shops of scriveners and
the writing rooms of the universities on the rise at Cambridge and Oxford. In the latter
part of the Middle Ages, both religious and secular scribal cultures contributed to
supplying the ever-increasing demand for texts, particularly outside of the Church, and
particularly in English (Graddol et al., pp. 60-61). Thereafter, printers, publishers, editors,
and journalists, collectively, became the mediators and disseminators of texts in Britain,
having parleyed the editorial legacy of the scribes into the production of the book, the
first mass-produced commercial product. Indeed, it is in the printing house that the work
of editing is first separated from other tasks associated with the printing press, namely
carving wood blocks, making ink, setting type, pressing pages, correcting copy, and
binding pages, to name but a few. Just as importantly, it is also in the early print shops
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that the “editorial” conventions worked out by the scribes of the Church, concerning such
things as white space, margins, script styles, line length, punctuation, spelling,
abbreviation, and format, for example, began to be adopted, although inconsistently and
to dubious effect. Though incunabula texts show wide variation in style and format, in
fact, most of these emergent “publishing” conventions are still in use today, as are the
textual genres that are identifiable by the language and formatting conventions that
distinguish them. Though many of these conventions were established by agreement, or
perhaps only by an accrual of precedence, it seems also that many of them were simply
intuited as suitable to the textual content and human usability. Certainly, all of them were
influenced heavily by the technology that enabled them. Historically, the business of
mediating texts between author and audience has always depended on technology and
involved a form of mass production, whether copying by hand using quill, ink, and
parchment or printing by press using movable type, compositor‟s sticks, galley trays, and,
eventually, paper. Further, whether they are identified as scribes, printers, or publishers,
these early “editors” have always stood at the crux between knowledge-making through
the generation of texts, on the one hand, and dissemination of that knowledge through the
mass production of genréd texts, on the other.
Of course, the practice of what we now call editing has long been embedded in all
fields of English writing, certainly since the invention of Gutenberg's printing press and
its introduction in Britain by William Caxton in the fifteenth century, and long before that
time in both the religious and secular scribal cultures of medieval England. It is through
these very texts that some of the earliest work of what would come to be known as
editing also played its part in the trend toward standardization of the English language
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itself. The early secular scribes of King Alfred‟s century (849-899 A.D.) who carried
forward the important work of mediating text between author and audience, first by
translating Latin texts into English and then copying and recopying those manuscripts,
contributed to that standardization in several ways. To borrow the terminology of
linguistics, they contributed to the development of an evolving Standard English
precisely through the processes of selection, codification, extension, and implementation
that constitute the stages of language standardization, generally (Graddol et al., 1996, pp.
130, 138-139). Specifically, by privileging the London variety of the southeast Midlands
dialect, these Anglo-Saxon scribes selected it over others as the language of power and
prestige and codified that variety of the language through an emerging consistency in
grammar, usage, and spelling. Further, by extending that standardized form beyond the
documents of the Church and government to more secular texts, they expanded its
authority. And by implementing the London variety in new and original texts that were
beginning to be more available, uniform, and authoritative by virtue of the growth of
secular scriptoria, scrivener‟s shops, and the universities at Oxford and Cambridge, they
gave currency to that language form as the accepted language of texts. It is largely
because of the work of medieval scribes, therefore, that the London dialect became the
official language of government, in time replacing Latin as the protocol language of
authority and establishing this variety as an emerging standard.
Arising out of the technologies of quill, ink, and parchment as well as the
missionary zeal of the early Church to spread the Word of Christianity, the early work of
copying and attempting to emend texts to standards of language, format, and meaning
reflected the spirit and ethos of a community of religious men dedicated to their service
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of God through their own “giving” of His word through their copying of texts by hand.
The work ethic informed by these moral and spiritual underpinnings was characterized by
an evolving framework of practice that valued accuracy and perfection, reverence and
fidelity, clarity and completeness, beauty and balance, accessibility and usability, and a
proprietary engagement with the text second only to that of an author. Certainly, the
“minding of one‟s p‟s and q‟s”15 entailed much more and produced many more
consequences than just the assurance of an exemplary copy. These early efforts at
fidelity, accuracy, and consistency in the production of texts have proven to be an abiding
legacy to a centuries-old profession that still reflects in its own work ethic today the
working moral imperative of its earliest professional ancestors. And while we might be
inclined at first to think of such work as merely menial because it was manual, a problem
of perception that still in some degree continues to plague the profession even today, the
work was not regarded in this way when it first began as the principal occupation of the
early monastic communities in Britain. Though these early editors could not have known
what influence their work would eventually have beyond its service to God and Church,
their efforts went far beyond their historical moment of time and place and even beyond
their influence on editing‟s professional heritage. Beyond the profession itself, these early
efforts in preserving, producing, and disseminating texts have played an important role in
the evolution of the English language, the increase in literacy, the rise of scholasticism,
the establishment of written genres, and even the shaping of Western thought and
15

The origins of this phrase are disputed, but the admonition to be careful or to behave in a wellmannered fashion may come from early printing houses where compositors set their “sorts” or individual
letters into a metal stick before loading them into the galley tray. The letters had to be arranged as mirror
images to what would actually be printed, so “minding one‟s p‟s and q‟s” would have been good advice in
order to avoid misplacement of two letters easily confused. Too, it might have precluded the compositor‟s
consternation at “being out of sorts.”
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knowledge. Needless to say, the business of preparing and producing texts for an
audience has always meant much more than merely chasing commas. For a start,
punctuation would have had to have been invented in the first place.
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Chapter 4. The Origins of Monastic Culture in Britain
A Context for the Scribal Workplace
The monastic scribes of England‟s medieval period, themselves, left us with little to go
by in terms of our understanding who they were, where they came from, how they were
educated, or how they felt about the lives they led within the enclosure of the monastery.
We can tell something about their work ethic, however, and to some degree, how they felt
about the work of manuscript production from the collection of colophons they left
behind at the end of their transcriptions, but their personal histories and private lives as
individuals are remote from our understanding. Even the best known of those who spent
their days engaged with the pen, the Venerable Bede (672/3—735), who lived and wrote
nearly all of his days at the Northumbrian monastery of Wearmouth,1 left behind no
narrative of his personal life. In the wake of his death after a long and admirable life as an
historian and scholar, no contemporaneous biography of this noble man is extant, nor is
any mention in other sources that such a record was ever made. While the personal
workplace histories of medieval scribes are beyond our grasp, thanks to the recent
scholarship of paleographers such as Parkes (2008), we at least now know the names of
many of them: Eadmer, Aldred, Iovialis, Baithéne, Manerius, Columba, Raegenbold,
Cuthbert, Deodatus, Serlo, Ralph, Adam, and Fulk, for example (pp. 157-60). But these
men and women2 of the early Church, and many more like them who lent interminable
1

Fry (1998) makes the case for Wearmouth (founded 674) rather than Jarrow (founded 681 or
682) as the permanent home of Bede, but others including Ward (2002) and Seller (1907) contend that
“Bede was among those members of the community [at Wearmouth] who were transferred to Jarrow under
Abbot Ceolfrid, and under his rule and that of his successor, Huaetbert, he passed his life” (Seller, 1907,
para. 3).
2
Although recent scholarship on the contribution of women to the production of manuscripts
makes it clear that nuns and abbesses certainly were active in copying and, therefore, editing texts,
particularly music, manuscript production in the abbeys was not on the scale that it was in the monasteries
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time as well as their considerable attention and talent to the copying and recopying of
manuscripts did so—for centuries—without leaving us either a manifesto or a manual by
which we might get a clear and certain view about how their work processes, habits, and
even discoveries informed their approaches to the production of texts or their evaluation
of the success of them. So we are left to look to other sources by which we can create an
ethnography of the work they did from the early years of the seventh century, when
Augustine established his monastery of Saints Peter and Paul in Canterbury, to about the
twelfth century, when the practical monopoly the monks had on manuscript book
production moved out of the monasteries and into stationers‟ shops and the universities
that were on the rise at Oxford (teaching c. 1096, recognized 1167) 3 and Cambridge
(established 1209)4. And because the work of this part of my dissertation has been
pursued from the outside, that is, from the disciplines of history, codicology, and
paleography, where first-hand scholarship has been done on original texts from the
period, my principal aim of extending the definition of editing to include the work of
medieval scribes is founded principally on the scholarship of others that has already
accrued outside of my own discipline, far beyond the traditional parameters of
professional writing.
In taking on this research, I have come to appreciate personally why such
interdisciplinary incursions have not been typical in academe. There is shaky ground to
navigate. In the first place, in working outside of one‟s own discipline, the learning curve
(Avrin, 1991, p. 207), so in looking for the earliest practice of editing I have kept my focus on the monastic
communities of men where book production was a principal daily occupation.
3
Teaching was going on at Oxford as early as the ninth century, but certainly by 1096, though the
university was not officially recognized until 1167. (University of Oxford, 2009).
4
Young scholars seeking refuge from hostile town folk in Oxford settled in lodgings in
Cambridge with Masters in charge of the students in 1209. The school was organized under a Chancellor
with a regular program of studies in 1226 (University of Cambridge, 2011, para. 4).
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can be steep simply in order to acquire enough foundational knowledge in the alien field
just to formulate an initial thesis. In the second, there is a natural aversion, I think, to
riding only, rather than walking on one‟s own two feet, so to speak, and relying
exclusively on secondary sources to make a case. And third, the generalizations that are
required for even a basic understanding of a period of history that stretches from the
withdrawal of the Romans from Britain (A.D. 449) to the rise of the universities
(approximately 1096) artificially smooth the path and obscure the natural pitch of the
intellectual ground being trodden, the danger being that oversimplification is likely
wherever a rock field has been mistaken for pavement. There is the risk, too, of
mischaracterizing either the people or the work involved in the production of manuscripts
as homogenous, in the first case, or in the second, as representing some kind of linear
progression towards a single supreme achievement. Neither is the case, of course. There
are other pitfalls as well, given the long span of centuries—and all the human activity
within them. Many of these, alone, stem from the necessity of omitting from
consideration altogether such developments as important and intertwined with my subject
as, for example, the emergence of English as a national language, the evolution of a
Christian monarchy, or the declining status of women in the Church and society. It
seems almost any distortion is possible, perhaps even inescapable, over such a long time
period when there is such a diversity of detail available in the scholarship, not to mention
so many contradictions as well. But as I have mentioned in earlier chapters, this work of
extending an old and more narrow definition into new territory requires a more general
view at the outset in order to capture as many likenesses as possible; however, in doing
so I have stepped far beyond my comfort zone.
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What I hope to offer in the pages that follow, however, is a “first pass” look at
what I see as the profession of editing‟s first practitioners working on English soil. It is
an outline sketch, in pencil only, perhaps, of the working world of the medieval scribe in
Britain, but one set within both a broad historical context that admittedly relies on the
larger generalizations of the period but also the more closely considered context of the
monastery, itself, as both a physical and mental world in which the work of manuscript
production took place. For the ellipses, glosses, and errata that are likely to be introduced
in the process, I humbly beg forgiveness from both the more exemplary scholars of
English history and from the up-and-coming scholars in my own discipline of
professional writing who may build upon this assay and flesh out more fully our
understanding of this unique and eminently fascinating world of work that marks the
inception of a professional history and legacy of work that stretches over nearly fifteen
hundred years.
Early Christianity in Britain: Celtic and Roman Monasticism
Nearly 150 years in the wake of the Roman withdrawal from Britain in 449 and
the subsequent settlement of the south and east of the country by Germanic invaders—the
Angles, Saxons, Frisians, Franks, and Jutes—Pope Gregory the Great in 597 sent the
monk Augustine and some 40 of his brethren from Rome on a mission to convert the
Anglo-Saxon kingdoms to Christianity. In his Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum
(The Ecclesiastical History of the English People), Bede (1994) provides us with an
account of Augustine‟s arrival, noting that the party first arrived on the island of Thanet
after having acquired “interpreters from the Frankish race” per the pope‟s directive (Ch.
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25, p. 39). Undoubtedly, the move to remove a language barrier was as calculated a
decision as the pope‟s choice of location for Augustine‟s arrival.
On the mainland adjacent to Thanet, Kent was a kingdom ruled by the AngloSaxon Aethelberht, who Bede tells us was not only “a powerful monarch” but also a man
who had for a wife a Christian woman of Frankish birth. A daughter of King Charibert of
Paris and descendant of Merovingian royalty, Bertha was allowed by her husband as a
condition of her marriage to keep her faith and worship as she chose, the bishop Liudhard
having been provided by her family in Gaul in support, if not assurance, of the practice of
her faith (Ch. 25, p. 40). While King Aethelberht, a pagan and illiterate, may not have
guessed that it was he, himself, and other petty warrior-rulers like him who were the
primary target of Augustine‟s mission, he must nevertheless have been as captivated as
his subjects were likely to have been at the grand entrance the missionaries made. On the
third day of their arrival on Thanet, according to Bede, the monks were finally summoned
to meet the superstitious king “in the open air” of the island, rather than in the close
quarters of a hall, so as to preclude Anglo-Saxon entrapment by any malicious spirits the
monks may have had at their beckoned call. As Bede (1994) recounts, Augustine and his
companions came
. . . endowed with divine not devilish power and bearing as their standard
a silver cross and the image of our Lord and Saviour painted on a panel.
They chanted litanies and uttered prayers to the Lord for their own eternal
salvation and the salvation of those for whom and to whom they had
come. (Ch. 25, p. 39)
The sagacity of the group to carry with them a graphical representation of their mission is
noted by Christopher De Hamel (1992) in his A History of Illuminated Manuscripts : “It
was evidently very important that right from the outset the monks should exhibit a visual
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image of the new religion which could be seen and wondered over even before they
began explaining the message of Scripture” (p. 14). For an audience of illiterate pagan
Anglo-Saxons, Aethelberht included, this effort at what we might today call “brand
imaging” was particularly ingenious, and one undoubtedly aimed to leave an indelible
impression on a populace long accustomed to worshipping multiple nature deities
through cyclical seasonal rituals. Such a dazzling display would have been designed most
certainly to glorify God, but as a rhetorical strategy such pageantry would also have
proven tactical in captivating the imaginations of the pagans with the special “visual
effects” emanating from the light and splendor of His imagery. Sight, sound, and motion
must have combined in the procession of the monks to create a spectacle truly
spellbinding, a sort of living and breathing illumination, and Augustine‟s glorious theater
would seem to have predicted the Church‟s facility with visual rhetoric, if not
propaganda, that was instrumental in creating the textual arts that would eventually be
given out to the world in consequence of the coming of this new Church.
Though his first appearance in Britain must have seemed fantastical to the Kentish
subjects of Aethelberht, Augustine‟s mission was obviously not the first to introduce
Christianity to the British Isles. Historians do not know for certain how or when
Christianity was first established there, though the earliest documentary evidence comes
from the Christian apologist Tertullian (c. 160-c. 225 A.D.) who writes in Chapter VII of
his Adversus Judeaosis (c. 200) that Christians lived in Britain by A.D. 180. Bede (1994)
also provides written evidence. In addition to his mention of Bertha‟s Christian faith, he
notes in his Ecclesiastical History that “just outside of Kent there existed a much earlier .
. . church built in ancient times in honor of St. Martin, while the Romans were still in
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Britain, in which the queen who, as has been said, was a Christian, used to pray” (Book I,
Ch. 26, p. 41). Further evidence of this older Christian presence includes Bede‟s mention
of Britain‟s first martyr, St. Alban, a former Roman soldier, who was executed by the
Romans sometime in the third century, the date of 283 being given by Bede (Book I, Ch.
7, pp. 16-17). At the Council of Arles in Gaul in 314, the attendance of three British
bishops is well established, indicating an ecclesiastical hierarchy in place in Britain that
was under the direction of Rome (Haverfield, 1896, p. 420). Whether it was that the first
Christian missionaries came by way of the Roman army from the southeast or by way of
Hibernian (Irish) peregrini from the northwest, by the time Augustine‟s missionaries
arrived in Kent there were yet remainders of an earlier Christianity of Celtic sway that
had managed to stay rooted in the isolated and cragged places of the west and north.
This older form of Christianity had done more than just survive, however. In
Wales, Cornwall, and Ireland it had put down deep roots and even thrived on its own, not
entirely remote from the influences of Rome and the Continent, but independent of them
in many respects of organization and observance. Too, while early Irish society had no
history of literacy before the arrival of its first Christian missionaries, within just a few
generations thereafter monks and clerics of the isles had fully embraced the culture of
Latin letters to become strong advocates of secular learning as a component of monastic
studies. Rather than being episcopal in structure, that is, under the direction of a bishop,
these old Celtic orders were monastic, the communities within them somewhat tribal and
modeling their daily activities on the asceticism of the “Desert Fathers” of Egypt of the
third and fourth centuries, the most famous of whom was St. Anthony (251-356). These
earliest of monasteries in the British Isles included Candida Casa at Whithorn (built in the
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mid-fifth century off the coast of southern Scotland); Llanilltud (founded by Illtud c. 520
at what is now Llantwit Major in Glamorganshire, Wales); Menevia (founded by St.
David, the patron saint of Wales, in the mid-sixth century at what is today
Pembrokeshire). But it was in Hibernia, later to become known as Ireland, particularly,
from about 450 onwards that the Celtic strain of monasticism had blossomed, becoming
influential in Britain and on the Continent principally through the peregrinations of St.
Patrick and his followers, Aidan among them (Zarnecki, 1972, p. 20). In fact, the most
important and influential of the Irish monasteries had been founded on Iona, a small
island off the western coast of Scotland, by St. Columba in 563, almost four decades
ahead of Augustine‟s arrival in Kent and his founding of the monastery of Saints Peter
and Paul in Canterbury.
Compared with monasteries on the Continent under the comparably kinder and
gentler Benedictine rule, the Irish monasteries had been molded by the more austere
practices of Eastern monachism associated with St. Pachomius (292-348), and were
considerably more stringent in their conduct of daily life and manner of religious
observance. This difference is apparent in the monastic rule that Pachomius set out for his
community, for its legislation is far more exacting in its level of detail of what was
demanded of day-to-day behavior of the brethren; and it was Pachomian tradition that
influenced heavily the later rule of Columbanus which came to be associated with the
forms, observances, and discipline of these communities. To be sure, the physical
surroundings of Irish monasticism reflected these austerities in their obvious rejection of
the decorative and the comfortable. Zarnecki (1972) points to the monastery of Skellig
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Michael just off the western coast of Ireland, pictured below, as a typical example of this
characteristic extremity and remoteness.

Figure 3. Stairs leading to the foundation ruins of the seventh-century monastery on the rock
island of Skellig Michael. Beehive huts laid stone-bare without mortar, an extensive rock wall
as perimeter, and the rugged island location are signatures of the Celtic monastic style. Little
Skellig Island appears in the distance. Image © Madeleine Weber—www.calaido.com.
Reproduced with permission.

The original foundation of the precinct included a cluster of beehive huts that were
constructed to a thickness of about two meters without mortar adjacent to a pair of ovalshaped chapels. The grounds of the enclosure are terraced among a scattering of large
boulders, and the entire complex is encircled by stone walls. The aspect overall is
dramatic for its harsh isolation, a setting wind-ravaged and severe, with the whole
inhospitable configuration perched atop the great black rock-island with near-vertical
cliffs extending straight down all sides. Such a rugged outpost, a jagged island in a vast
desert of ocean, must have attracted only the hardiest of souls.
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Indeed, it would have required both a character and a constitution of rugged hew
to live under the rule that governed early Celtic monachism. The Rule of St. Columbanus
was the monastic legislation adopted exclusively by the Irish communities through the
eighth and ninth centuries. In combination with the book of penitentials that sets out the
punishments for a variety of infractions, the legislation reveals a heavy emphasis on
corporeal punishment and fasting, as well as a level of self-denial and unforgiving
severity that is hard for us to imagine as humanly sustainable. Laurence (1984) offers the
following abbreviated compilation of the Rule:
The chief part of the monk‟s rule is mortification . . . . Let the monk live in
a community under the discipline of one father and in the company of
many. . . . Let him not do as he wishes. Let him eat what he is bidden,
keep as much as he has received, complete the tale of his work, be subject
to him whom he does not like. Let him come weary and as if sleepwalking to his bed, and let him be forced to rise while his sleep is not yet
finished. Let him keep silence when he has suffered wrong. Let him fear
the superior of his community as a lord, love him as a father, believe that
whatever he commands is salutary for himself. (p. 40)
Under the penitentials, seemingly minor errors are punishable by what we would
certainly today call abusive correction: Penance by prostration for spilling food or drink
and a sliding scale of stripes for infractions ranging from breaking the vow of silence (6
lashes), to forgetfulness of prayer (12 lashes), to contradicting the word of another (50
lashes) (p. 40). But Laurence cautions against taking these dictates entirely literally as a
reflection of actual practice inside the monastery, since there were also indications of a
kinder and gentler spirit inherent in the culture of these communities even within the
context of such legislation. He makes the point that the Irish love of learning through the
ancient secular texts accords with finer sensibilities that seem antipathetical to martinet
discipline, including those of moderation, compassion, and a profound love and
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appreciation for nature and animals (p. 41). Of course, these predilections found
expression in the elegance of the half-uncial script that was transmitted to Anglo-Saxon
England, Gaul, and Italy, as well as in stylized botanical and animal forms that
contributed their Celtic heritage graphically in the illuminations of the great Gospel
masterpieces: The Book of Durrow, the Book of Kells, and the Lindisfarne Gospels.
Given the Irish love of natural beauty and classical ideas, it was no accident that as avid
learners and passionate teachers, themselves, they had managed by the seventh century to
found the most prestigious monastic schools, libraries, and centers of book production in
Europe.
But if the asceticism of the East is reflected in the traditions of the older Celtic
Christianity, perhaps it was this strictness of discipline that helped to fuel the fire of its
missionaries and expand the influence of the Celtic Church far beyond its literal
insularity on Gaelic coastlines. Just as useful as a metaphor for the Irish love of
intellectual discovery, perigrinatio por Christ, or the Irish penchant for spiritual
seafaring, is accounted for by Zarnecki (1972):
At the root of this activity was the urge to seek salvation by abandoning a
peaceful life at home, to face the dangers of a sea voyage and of foreign
lands, to welcome hunger and privation, while carrying the Gospels to
those who were in need of enlightenment. (p. 20)
Following in the spiritual footsteps of Christ, Himself, and the desert hermits, the Irish
peregrini seem to have wedded the psychology of a marginalized people and their own
native warriors‟ courage to the strict discipline and austerity of the desert; the result was a
means of spiritual purification that not only enabled a life of work, reading, and prayer in
closer relation with God but also propelled a typically fierce determination to earn
salvation through the conversion of other souls (Young, n.d., p. 2). Certainly, this zeal
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and an attending devotion to studying, copying, and dispersing books were defining of
the Irish missionary disposition. Their voluntary exile, or the “white martyrdom” as it
was called, was similarly the way of the wilderness as it had been for the desert hermits,
but for the Irish monks clad in their druidic white woolen robes stepping into their small
coracles—oars optional—the wilderness was the infinite whiteness of a horizon shrouded
in fog, wind, and wave. The battle against the self through ascetic humility depended
upon sailing boldly into the mist and tumult of the sea with blind faith, trusting only to
God for direction and final destination, if not preservation, itself. As a result of these
many courageous and extensive missions, new houses and monasteries were established
in the Celtic style throughout Scotland, Britain, Gaul, Belgium, Italy, and Switzerland,
many of which sustained the forms and traditions of their founders long after being
established (Zarnecki, 1972, pp. 22-3). The swath of Irish influence cut through the
Continent and into the south and north of Britain is evidence of just how far reaching and
indelible the Celtic brand of monasticism was during the Middle Ages. This powerful tide
known as the “Hiberno-Scottish mission” had an enormous impact on European
Christianity, but also on Anglo-Saxon England, particularly in Northumbria and the
midlands, two regions that would eventually be converted by the Celtic missionaries from
their monastery at Lindisfarne (Lawrence, 1984, p. 51).
Not only did these Irish peregrini bring Christian religion to many parts of Europe
and Britain, but they also brought with them a zeal for intellectual study—and a love for
books, both sacred and secular. After the collapse of Rome, it was the Irish missionaries
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of the fourth and fifth centuries particularly who had “saved civilization”5 by rescuing
many of the texts of antiquity from wealthy private collections and the great libraries of
the world. They preserved many original works and also used those as exemplars from
which they made innumerable of copies and disseminated them wherever they traveled.
In turn, and as part of their unique brand of monasticism, they also encouraged the
copying and decorating of books in the new houses they established. As a result, many of
their offspring foundations became known for housing some of the finest monastic
libraries in the West. The elegant—and cleanly legible—rounded scripts in Irish
miniscule and the elaborate ornamentation of their books with such signature features as
decorated initial capital letters, intricate knot and braid patterns, interlacing vines,
graceful scrolls and spirals, key patterns, and the incorporation of bird and animal images
were typical of what would become known as the insular style, its exquisite patterns and
whimsical nature motifs lending lightsome grace and elegance to medieval art in Britain
and throughout Europe.

5

This is the premise and part of the title of Thomas Cahill‟s account of Irish missionary activity
and the gist of his thesis regarding the saving of civilization through the rescue and copying of the classical
texts of Greek and Rome by the peregrini (Cahill, 1996).
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Figure 4. The carpet (verso) and incipit (recto) pages of the beginning of the Gospel of Matthew display
the extraordinary artistry of the Irish insular style of page decoration in the masterwork Lindisfarne
Gospels, created single-handedly over a two-year period by the scribe-abbot Eadfrith c. 700. (British
Library, Cotton MS Nero D.IV, folio 26v and 27r). © British Library. Reproduced with permission.

The epicenter for all of these contributions by Celtic Christianity to Britain and the
civilized world was St. Columba‟s island monastery at Iona. What would become the
centerpiece of learning and influence in Britain and across the Continent came to be
founded, as legend has it, as the result of a copying incident. The story is worthy of
mention given our focus on the history of editing and textual culture in Britain because it
highlights, first of all, just how important the work of manuscript copying was to a newly
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Christian world where texts were highly valued for being in short supply, especially
sacred texts for their importance in conversion, and second, just how political the
production, or in this case a reproduction, of a manuscript could be, not only between
court and cloister but also within the Church itself—and even between friends.
The story6 begins with Columba (521-597), or Colum Cille in Old Irish (meaning
“dove of the Church”), a fiery-tempered and probably red-headed youth with a Brom
Bones physique and a mercurial nature that could at times express itself in expansive
generosity and at others, in petty vindictiveness. He was born into nobility and privilege
as a prince of the most powerful dynasty in Ireland, the northern Ui Neill, having
descended from an Irish high king of the fifth century. A natural leader and gifted
scholar, under the tutelage of his uncle-priest Cruithnechan, the abbot Finnian at
Clonnard Abbey in County Meath, and another Finnian whose monastic school at
Molville Abbey in County Down Columba later attended, the young nobleman
committed to the consecrated life and became a monk, eventually being ordained as a
priest at the age of 25. He was a popular figure and earned admiration as a man of letters,
an avid sportsman, and a charismatic leader. Columba‟s personality was intense, and he
threw himself into his own personal mission to expand the influence and reach of the
Church by traveling the country in calculated efforts to win land and endowments for
new monasteries from local kings, not all of whom were Christian and many of whom
were only nominally so. His enthusiasm for such politically dangerous solicitation was
6

The story concerning Columcille‟s copying of Finnian‟s psalter is, of course, part of the legend
and hagiography of St. Columba, and there are several versions. The details presented here are a conflation
of those given by Cahill (1992) and those presented in a discussion of the tale as a first instance of
copyright infringement by Corrigan (2007) who, in turn, relied on much earlier sources, including the
translation of Manus O‟Donnell‟s 1532 text entitled Betha Colaim Chille by A. O‟Kelleher and G.
Schoepperle (1918) in their Betha Colaim Chille/Life of Columcille.
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remarkable, and his success as an able diplomat and formidable negotiator was matched
equally by his determination as a devoted scribe to copy as many sacred texts as he could
lay hands on. A bibliophile himself, he also recognized the shortage of sacred books as a
critical impediment to conversion and the shortage of both the sacred and the secular
texts to the growth of scholarship within the Church. At every opportunity, he copied,
himself, and encouraged his monks to do the same, in addition to studying and
disseminating as many copies of the Gospels books and the secular texts of Greco-Roman
antiquity as they could.
After founding some three dozen monasteries in the space of a mere 15 years,
including those prodigious foundations at Kells, Derry, and Durrow, sometime after 560
Columba visited one of his old masters, it is unclear which one, at either Clonnard or
Moville Abbey. The visit may have been prompted by news that Finnian had acquired in
Rome an exemplar copy of the Latin Vulgate Bible, Jerome‟s corrected revision of the
old Latin texts completed some one hundred years previously, or as Cahill (1996) offers,
it may have been Columba‟s recollection of a beloved psalter from his student days that
was owned by his former master that inspired his visit. If it was the Vulgate Bible, the
copy would have generated a great deal of interest, not only as the definitive Latin
translation but also as the first copy brought to Ireland (Corrigan, 2007, p. 5). As a priest,
scholar, and lover of books, Columba would have been intensely keen to get a look at
such a prized manuscript, to say the least. Whether it was a premiere copy of the Vulgate
Gospels or a beautifully rubricated psalter containing the Vulgate Gospels that Columba
admired, he was much impressed by the beauty of the codex and desired a copy for
himself. According to the legend, during his stay, Columba surreptitiously “borrowed”
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the manuscript and stayed up through the nights copying the coveted text, intending to
keep the transcription. Since copying at night was not permitted where manuscripts were
copied and kept because of the danger posed by the candles that would have been
required, as the story goes, as Columba‟s right hand held the pen that traced the letters,
his left shone with a miraculous radiance that shot out of his fingertips in golden rays of
light, thus illuminating both manuscripts so that his work could be completed in secret.
The deception was discovered, however, and Finnian demanded the copy Columba had
made, contending to King Dairmaid to whom the matter had been referred for judgment
that the book had been copied without permission and, therefore, “the son of the book
belongs to me.” Columba in turn contended
“. . . that the book of Finnen is none the worse for my copying it, and it is
not right that the divine words in that book should perish, or that I or any
other should be hindered from writing them or reading them or spreading
them among the tribes. And further I declare that it was right for me to
copy it, seeing that it was profit to me from doing in this wise, and seeing
it was my desire to give the profit thereof to all peoples, with no harm
therefore to Finnen or his book.7
While Columba‟s appeal was, at least ostensibly, predicated on the greater good of the
people and the growth of the Church, Finnian‟s claim to ownership was based on a
precedent in Irish law, but one which could not have distinguished the ownership of
books from the ownership of other kinds of property, since few people in Ireland owned
books and Brehon Law had never contemplated concepts of authorship, intellectual
property, or copyright. The precedent to which Finnian appealed, however, was based
upon animal husbandry, the ownership of livestock, and the simple wisdom of a pastoral
society, holding that if a man owned a cow, he also owned the calf. By extension,
7

Columcille‟s response here is provided by Corrigan (2007, p 13, n35) but credited to the
O‟Kelleher and Schoepperle translation of 1918 in their Betha Colaim Chille/Life of Columcille.
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therefore, Finnian claimed that he who owns the “parent-book” also owns the “childbook.” Too, there was on the old master‟s side perhaps a personal interest in retaining
control over a stellar copy of what was regarded as the purest rendering of Christian
doctrine at the time. As a dedicated scribe, himself, Finnian also asserted his professional
interest in the case by adding his concern for the fidelity of any copies to the exemplar
manuscript, a quality that Columba‟s hastily made copy would likely have lacked given
the dubious circumstances of the transcription. Despite Columba‟s confidence in the
righteousness of his plea, Dairmaid rendered his famous decision:
“To every cow her calf, and to every book its copy. And therefore to
Finnen belongeth the book thou has written, O Colmcille.”
Mortified, Columba cursed the king and in a seething fit of temper stormed from the hall,
returning home to muster an army of his Connaught kinsmen. At Cul Dremhne,
Dairmaid‟s forces collided with Columba‟s kinsmen in battle, and in consequence of this
“Battle of the Book” three thousand men were killed. Given the scale of the calamity and
loss of life, a synod was convened to decide what to do about a priest who had taken up
arms against his fellow man. The judgment was summary, and Columba was at first
excommunicated, though due to the intervention of his friend Brendan who testified that
because he had seen angels attending Columba, the monk-priest should therefore be
allowed to continue as a missionary for the sake of the Church, the excommunication was
rescinded. But in its stead, Columba was exiled and assigned penance of saving a number
of souls equal to those that had been lost in battle. In 563 Columba set off with 12
kinsmen in a leather-covered wicker coracle to Scotland, “out of sight of Ireland,” and
began the conversion of the barbarous Picts who lived to the north of the rivers Forth and
Clyde.
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Columba founded the evangelical base of his mission on the island of Iona, just
off the western coast, and the settlement he founded was to become the vanguard of the
Hiberno-Scottish mission and one of the most important and influential centers of book
production in Britain. Probably Iona was the place of origin of the exquisite masterwork
Gospel book, The Book of Kells, which is regarded today as an Irish national treasure.
One of its most famous pages, the incipit page to the Gospel of John, appears below.
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Figure 5. The extraordinary complexity, grace, and elegance of the art from the Book of Kells is
evident on this incipit page of the Gospel of John. Work on the manuscript probably began on
Columba‟s island monastery of Iona and was completed c. 800. Three scribal hands are evident in the
work of 340 folios. Iron gall ink and a variety of other exotic inks were used to create the brilliant
hues of the illuminations, the ingredients for which had to be imported. Ground lapis lazuli accounts
for at least one of the shades of bright blue in the design, a prized mineral mined in the mountains of
Persia in present-day Afghanistan. (Dublin, Trinity College Library, MS A.I. (58), folio 292r). ©
Trinity College Library Dublin. Reproduced by permission of the Board of Trinity College Dublin.
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Within the space of a single lifetime, the influence of Iona swept across Northumbria
with the establishment of foundations at Melrose, Hartlepool, and Gateshead through the
leadership of one of the Iona monks, a talented leader by the name of Aidan. In 635, he
established a monastery at Lindisfarne just off the eastern coast of Northumbria that
would become equally as famous as that of Iona—and the birthplace of the beautiful
masterpiece of scripture, the Lindisfarne Gospels. How ironic it is that marvelous Iona, a
flourishing and hugely influential center of Celtic Christian culture, art, and book
production could have had its beginning in what may have been the earliest case of
copyright infringement (sans the notion of authorship, it must be conceded). However,
just four decades after Iona‟s founding, an aged Columba lay dying in his beloved
monastery. And at nearly the same time that one saint was drawing his last breath on one
island, another, in the person of Augustine, was setting his foot down on another.
Had Gregory‟s librarian, from where he stood on the island of Thanet on the day
of his arrival in 597, been able to peer through the mists of time—to the past in the west
where Iona lay and to the future in the north where Lindisfarne would be—he might have
felt as if his mission were being “bookended,” back and forward, by his Celtic brethren.
Indeed, even though by the middle of the seventh century most of the Anglo-Saxon
kingdoms had been converted, at least nominally, the differences in traditions,
observances, and style between the Celtic and the Roman Christian “brands” had become
increasingly problematic over the years. Variation in liturgical traditions and the manner
of consecrating bishops posed part of the difficulty, but it was differences in the style of
tonsure (hairstyle) that monks should adopt and the dating of Easter, a calculation issue
that Bede returns to time and again in his Ecclesiastical History, that made the divisions
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between the two particularly visible. While Celtic Christianity had been shaped by
Byzantine influences from the east and Augustine‟s by the west, in the years since
monasticism had been established in Britain the disparities between the two became ever
more troublesome. They would eventually resolve, however, in two important ways: In
664 at the Northumbrian Synod at Whitby in 664 where the newer Roman forms were
granted precedence over the older Celtic traditions, and in manuscript arts that combined
the sensibilities of both and would produce over the next five centuries some of the most
beautiful handmade books in the world.
Before turning to a discussion of monasticism as a unique workplace for the
earliest of editors working on British soil, it is important to recognize that both the Celtic
and the Roman forms of Christianity owed their durability, even their very survival, to
monasticism. In turn, as a culture and an institution, Christian monasticism exerted a
profound and civilizing influence on every aspect of medieval society, not only as a result
of serving as a model for an admirable life but also as a result of the increase in the
number of their foundations. Although the older Celtic monasteries were still thriving
when Augustine arrived on Thanet in 597, their number amounted to barely a handful
that included Candida Casa (c. 450) at Whithorn in southern Scotland and the Welsh
monasteries at Llaniltud (c. 500) and St. David‟s (589) at Menevia. Over the course of the
next five centuries or so, and before many of the larger monasteries became cathedral
schools and universities, the number of monasteries in Britain grew to a number
somewhere between 35 and 50. After the Norman Conquest, that number grew
dramatically with the arrival of new orders, including the Cluniacs in 1077, the
Augustinians in 1105, the Cistercians in 1128, the Gilbertines in 1131, and the
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Carthusians in 1180. Because of this new influx from the Normans, their habit of
recruiting from local populations, and the stimulus they brought to the religious standards
of the day, by the year 1200 there were in England over 500 monasteries and priories,
almost all of which had been built, and in a new style of architecture, within the previous
century (De Hamel, 1986, p. 85).
Even early on, however, these monastic communities of men and women who
year by year expanded the reach, power, influence, and authority of the early Church in
Britain were the lifeblood of Rome and the critical connection between the civilized
world and the disparate Anglo-Saxon “community-kingdoms” that had emerged by the
sixth century in Bernicia, Deira, Lindsey, Elmet, Mercia, Hwicce, Magonsaete, Middle
Anglia, East Anglia, Essex, Wessex, Sussex, and Kent (Cannon & Griffiths, 2000, p. 7).
While monasteries certainly offered refuge for a spiritual elite, their principal aim at that
time was the evangelization of the pagans, so they were not by any means disengaged
from the populace that surrounded them.
Neither were the monasteries independent of the Anglo-Saxon warrior kings from
whom their lands and charters were granted. Conversion of a local ruler meant winning
the soul, but winning the heart and mind might be required first; so, in order to hammer
the Cross of Christ as deeply as possible into the Anglo-Saxon breastplate, the early
Church often wielded a smithy‟s hammer and tongs in brokering marriages between
kings and Christian women, as was the case in Aethelberht of Kent‟s marriage to Bertha,
and Edwin of Northumbria‟s marriage to the Christian Aethelburg of Kent in 625. Such
spiritual—and political—matchmaking could prove an effective strategy, for even if the
king should suffer recurrent bouts of paganism, the children of such marriages could
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generally be counted on to carry the faith of their mothers forward. Of course, such
political sleights-of-hand could often snowball into outright political intrigues, and it can
be no surprise that the life and business of the court often became inextricable from the
life and business of the monastery, even while the ultimate authority over the monasteries
established after Augustine‟s arrival remained squarely in Rome. Because texts, that is,
manuscript books, were arguably the most important products of the monastery and a
deliverable always made for a specific audience or audiences, the making of them was
also, inevitably, a political activity to one degree or another; therefore, editorial decisions
of content, format, style, and material, for example, in the cloister would necessarily have
involved just as many weights and measures of audience and rhetorical purpose as they
do in producing documentation for any organization today.
In the medieval period, however, power struggles typically had barbarous
consequences, and effective political maneuvering was, and perhaps always has been,
stock-in-trade for abbots and their bishops, especially since the fathers of the monasteries
(abbot is derived from abba, meaning father) were often called upon to serve their
respective courts in various official capacities. Abbots doubled as counselors,
ambassadors, and emissaries, and the monastic community as a whole served as
intercessors who, through daily prayer and penances performed, appealed to God for the
salvation of the souls of the ruling elite. Abbots also took under their protection the
widows and unmarried, or unmarriageable, daughters of the nobility; and into their
claustrum they welcomed as novitiates the pueri, or young sons, of families both noble
and otherwise (one of whom was Bede, himself), whose relatives wished for them to be
brought up into God‟s service so that a place in the hereafter could be guaranteed for
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themselves. These services and others were expected in return for the favorable charters,
rich endowments, and penitential patronage the monasteries were afforded by local kings
(Lawrence, 1986, p. 62). Over many long centuries, of course, the eventual result of such
intimate involvement between court and cloister was nothing less than the
Christianization of that long-revered British institution: the monarchy, itself.
As a result of the close and mostly mutually beneficial relations with these first
Christian kings, monasteries came to play a vital role in nearly every aspect of civil and
religious life in their respective regions, a role that was recorded by the hands of monastic
scribes in thousands of Church documents. Their almonries fed the poor, their infirmaries
treated the sick, and their fields, granaries, and stables gave employment to tenants who
helped to harvest their crops, mill their grain, husband their livestock, and generally
advance the practices of agriculture and agribusiness. As keepers of chronicles and other
documents recording local events, the monasteries served as a repository for public
records and a depository for private coin. As promoters of saints‟ cults and guardians of
shrines, relics, and exquisitely illuminated Gospel books, they were the hubs of religious
observances as well as the destinations of pilgrims and politicians. And as centers of
learning that also housed the only libraries throughout the isles, they held a practical
monopoly on book production for more than six centuries. Making up what would come
to be the most far-reaching and powerful international network in the world, a network
made durable through the production and reproduction of texts, monasteries had a hand in
shaping every aspect of life in medieval Britain—socially, politically, economically,
intellectually, and spiritually.
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Through the preservation and growth of Christianity, this civilizing influence also
included the creation and development of a textual culture that for more than six centuries
negotiated the grammar, punctuation, and spelling of Hebrew, Greek, Latin, AngloSaxon, and French, among other languages, as well as the formats and conventions of the
manuscript arts, themselves, ranging in material from the ancient papyrus scrolls
recovered from the Middle East to the masterwork parchments of the Gospel Books made
at Durrow, Kells, and Lindisfarne. Because of the physical protection and psychological
leisure monasteries afforded scribes and their work, for the first time in Britain, a corpus
of knowledge both sacred and secular was allowed to grow, transmit across an
international communication network, and evolve as monks and nuns read and then
commented on those readings with “publications” of their own. It was only through the
mass production of manuscripts carried out in its monasteries by innumerable scribal
hands that the early Church gained a systematic, that is, institutionalized, way of
extending its reach, power, and authority across Britain and the Continent.
Of course, these sweeping contributions that monasteries as institutions made to
the evolution of societies, knowledge, and attitudes over many centuries would not have
been noticeable to the individual monk whose daily round of duties turned on the
production of manuscripts, except as those societal changes were reflected in the
expanding corpus of knowledge recorded and accruing in monastic libraries throughout
the country. As will be seen, however, as formative as the monasteries were to the
external world just outside their enclosures, they were equally so to the internal world of
heart, mind, and soul for those who lived within their walls and worked to such powerful
effect.
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The Desert Origins of Monastic Culture
While Christianity in medieval Britain owed its survival, staying power, and
progress to monasticism, monasticism, in turn, owed its organic integrity to asceticism,
the avatars of which are found in the Gospels and the narratives of the Desert Fathers. In
the pages ahead, of course, more will be said of this legacy specifically. However, in
contextualizing the work of manuscript production in the early Church, it is important to
understand asceticism as both the subsoil of the early Christian movement of the thirdand fourth-century desert anchorites as well as a force in our own human nature if we are
to appreciate its power on the individual and on the movement that gave life to the
medieval period‟s most important institution. The work of copying and manuscript
production, as early forms of editing that united mental, physical, and spiritual labor, are
in every way informed by asceticism and the monastic ideal it shaped. Underneath all
else, it is asceticism that perfuses the working world of the medieval scribe, both
internally and externally, because it is this philosophy of detachment, denial, and
discipline that is the very dye in the wool, so to speak, of every tunic and cowl in the
cloister. And whether dye in the wool or ink on the page, asceticism is the dispositional
undercurrent of monastic culture, itself.
While it is with the desert hermits or eremites who abandoned the material and
social world for the barren wastelands of the desert that the history of Christian
monasticism begins, the words monk and, of course, monastery are derived from the
Greek monos, meaning one who is single, solitary, alone (Lawrence, 1986, p. 1). Both
the older Celtic monasteries and those that Augustine would introduce by the end of the
sixth century were communal in nature, but the founders of Christian monasticism were
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the rugged solitaries of the third and fourth centuries AD who retreated from the urban
societies of late antiquity into the deserts of Palestine, Syria, and Egypt, particularly, in
order to live, separate and alone, in closer accord with the Will of God. Their habit of
living was ascetic, that is, austere, disciplined, and self-denying of material comforts.
Free of the distractions of ordinary life and isolated in the rustic simplicity of a mud hut,
cave, or grotto, they attempted to subjugate the senses through prayer and reflection—as
well as through innumerable self-devised tests of holiness, endurance, and courage.
Known also as anchorites, they adopted asceticism as a means of accomplishing two
distinct ends: first, to make manifest a higher order of Christian devotion, and second, to
purify the self in preparation for the ultimate communion with God.
We cannot know for sure, any more than historians can account with certainty,
exactly when or where the idea of self denial as a means of purification originated. To be
sure, it is a human impulse older than Christianity. As Wishart (1900) indicates, it may be
that asceticism as a monastic ideal had its roots anchored in several soils, from Buddhism
in China, to Brahminism in India, to the Essene traditions along the Dead Sea, to the
Stoics and Neoplatonists of Greece and Rome. And though Christian monasticism
descended directly out of the Middle East, asceticism in general found its expression in
several ancient soils, both secular and religious.
While scholars of ecclesiastical history acknowledge that many factors are likely
to have been at play in motivating early Christians to seek a life of solitude apart from the
material and social world, there is agreement that this desire for withdrawal,
introspection, and contemplation is one of the common denominators of human nature
and appears across different cultures, philosophies, and religions. According to Francis
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Aidan Gasquet (1904), “The belief that, by the means of regulated labour and the strict
discipline of the sense and appetites, it was in the power of man to perfect his moral
nature and rise to heights in the spiritual order, not otherwise attainable, seems almost
inherent in man‟s nature” (p. 1). It may be too that this impulse for the self perfected
derives simply from a basic human need to be distinguished as a unique One apart from
the sameness of the Many, that is, to preserve negative face, to be singular and unique. Of
course, the urge to be purified is not necessarily associated with religious belief. Living a
life in accordance with ascetic principles as a means to achieving a loftier state of being is
a common chord throughout the writings and teachings of Greco-Roman philosophers,
such as Pythagorus (Wishart, 1900, p. 21), the Stoics, and the Neoplatonists (Lawrence,
1984, p. 2). Aspiring to perfect wisdom in these traditions meant withdrawing from the
world in order to free the body from the lower pleasures of marriage and social
engagement, and the intellect from the distractions of earthly ambition.
It may be that the appeal of asceticism is most powerful when it can be practiced
within a religious context, however. Wishart (1900) points out that holy orders of Hindu
monks living in ascetic communities in India go back as far as 2400 BC, according to
sacred Hindu legends, and may represent the first appearance of the institution, one that
has survived right up to the present moment in the examples of Brahmins and Buddhist
monks whose communities continue under rules resembling those of their ancient
predecessors. As antecedents of the Christian Desert Fathers who also tested their
personal and spiritual mettle against forces both natural and diabolical, the „naked
philosophers‟ of the Far East shared a similar penchant for creativity in devising myriad
ways of mortifying the senses in order to achieve an elevated state:
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He buried himself with his nose just above the ground, or wore an iron
collar, or suspended weights from his body. He clenched his fists until the
nails grew into his palms, or kept his head turned in one direction until he
was unable to turn it back. He was a miracle-worker, an oracle of wisdom,
and an honored saint. He was bold, spiritually proud, capable of almost
superhuman endurance. (p. 19)
Of course, for all forms of asceticism, the extinguishing of natural desires through self
punishment or deprivation was not a goal in and of itself, but rather a means to an end.
Mortification of the senses was merely a middle step in the progress of the soul towards
union with the ideal or divine. For the monastic, whether secular or religious, the trials
that tested and disciplined the wilderness of appetites and the chaos of the senses were
predicated on detachment and withdrawal to a life of solitude. Without worldly
distractions, the essential self in all its natural disarray could then be confronted clearly
and examined closely. Mortification of these disordered senses could then be
accomplished through multiple trials. Intended merely as stepwise means in the
progression of the soul towards a supreme spiritual aim, perfection of the self was the
necessary preparation for union with the divine through contemplation. For the religious
ascetic, however, the bar is set even higher, for he or she aims not only for an experiential
knowledge of God in the here and now but also for the salvation of the soul and the
ultimate union with the divine in the hereafter. Perhaps it is this dual goal of religious
asceticism that makes for the staying power of a culture that demands so much of the
individual who has committed to it. It may also be true for any particular form of
religious asceticism that what enables its power not only to endure but to grow and attract
new converts is its practice of recording and continually recreating its own narrative in a
growing body of texts.
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Judaism‟s Essene sect stands as just such an example of the relationship among
ascetic practices, religious belief, and a dedication to the production of texts. According
to White and Ungerleider (1998), as a pre-Christian form of religious asceticism that
contemplated a role for itself in the ultimate battle between good and evil, the Essenes
lived communally from about the second half of the second century BC to 68 AD in a
settlement between Jerusalem and the Dead Sea. Archeological evidence from the
settlement ruins in the desolate landscape just southeast of Jerusalem reveals a complex
of communal structures that may have supported more than three thousand souls, most of
whom were men, living in a well-organized community. Believed to be the guardians,
makers, and copyists of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Essenes were an apocalyptic sect who
had abandoned what they saw as the corruption of Jerusalem and the errant practices of
the Temple, the principal institution of Judaism, in order to form a pure and sacred
community where the true traditions of Temple life could be practiced and preserved. In
anticipation of an Armageddon when the “Sons of Light” would face the “Sons of
Darkness” in an apocalyptic battle between good and evil, the Essenes figured themselves
in an end of times, the outcome of which would lead to a revitalization of life under the
Temple that included the return to holy purity (para. 12).
Wishart (1900) notes that Jewish historians Philo and Josephus provide
descriptions of the members of the Essene sect and indicate their renown for a superior
character and a moral rectitude which they apparently achieved without submitting to the
extremes of self-punishment and privation characteristic of other forms of asceticism that
would have proven impracticable and contradictory to a well-regulated life and the
ordinary occupations that were required to sustain it. The Essenes conducted themselves
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in accordance with stringent vows and kept themselves apart from cities, which they
regarded as centers of moral corruption. Marriage was permitted as an exception rather
than rule and only as a means of continuation of the order; in fact, the vast majority of the
settlement seems to have been men almost exclusively. In their daily habits the Essenes
“wore a uniform robe, possessed all things in common, engaged in manual labor, [and]
abstained from forbidden food. . .” (p. 24). So admirable were these “associates of palm
trees,” this “eremite clan, one marvelous beyond all others in the whole world,” wrote
Pliny the Elder in the first century AD, that “Daily is the throng of those that crowd about
them renewed, men resorting to them in numbers, driven through weariness of existence,
and the surges of ill-fortune, to their manner of life” (p. 26).
The disciplined regularity upon which their lives were ordered was based upon a
written code of conduct and rule of daily life, originally titled The Manual of Discipline
(White & Ungerleider, 1998). One of the Dead Sea Scrolls discovered in 1947, this
community rulebook specifies punishments for transgressors of the rules, procedures for
acceptance of novitiates into the community, a code of civil conduct, and the organization
of daily life. If admiration from afar is the measure of the success of a disciplined and
well-ordered life that also attracted many followers, then it seems the Essenes managed to
preserve in the desert—both by example and by manuscript—the religious ideal they
hoped to one day restore. The example of the Essenes also seems to make the point that
the sustainability of any “brand” of religious asceticism also requires textuality. It is this
“virtual reality” version of itself that records its body of knowledge and establishes an
identity and history of thought, allows access to that body of knowledge for its
community and the novitiates that would increase its numbers, and permits a continuous
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“refresh” of its identity and understanding of itself as new texts accrue in response and
reaction to the old.
The large number of copies of The Manual of Discipline found in the caves at
Qumran suggests the importance of a legislated rule to the community, and even more so,
the importance of making copies of texts generally. According to White and Ungerleider
(1998), the hand copying of manuscript scrolls was an occupational focus at the Essene
settlement. The sheer number of texts that comprise the Dead Sea Library is certainly
evidence of an appreciation of the written word, but also of recognition of the importance
of rules and procedures to the regulated life of a community. Their volume of writing also
suggests just how important the copying of manuscripts at the settlement was to the
preservation of the pure faith the Essenes intended to restore. As a religion “of the book,”
Judaism‟s essence resided in the text of the Hebrew Scriptures, the pure and true
interpretation of which would be assured by the thousands of words of commentary upon
them. The content as well as the number of scrolls recovered from the eleven caves near
Qumran and the archeological evidence from the settlement ruins themselves suggest a
highly successful ascetic community that was governed through a moderate rule, had an
abundance of admirers from which new converts could be recruited for continuation of
the order, and acted as a repository of sacred and sectarian texts that served as knowledge
resources and exemplars for preservation and further transmission. For the Essenes, it
seems that the occupation of writing and copying manuscripts was inseparable from the
roles they adopted as repositors of knowledge and guardians of what they regarded as the
true faith. As is true of the religions that depend upon text—Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam—the need for written documents was apparently so woven into the fabric of the
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asceticism practiced by the Essene community that manuscript production (and
reproduction) may as well have been nearly the very reason for their being in the first
place.
While asceticism in both its secular and religious forms suggests the more generic
context in which the impulse for self-perfection can be appreciated, it is not known
whether the Essene community, as similar as it is to Christian monasticism of a later
period, had any direct influence on the teachings of Christ or the first Christian eremites.
However, Wishart (1900) points out that “asceticism was in the air” (p. 28) well into the
third century when the first influx of Christians established their cells in the deserts of
Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, particularly. The social and religious factors at play in
precipitating this movement were varied, but probably it was a combination of events that
propelled these spiritual elites out of the urban centers of antiquity and into the remote
wastelands of the desert. Their pursuit of the self perfected through renunciation of the
social and material world, however, had an aim larger than that of the Essenes, for its end
goal was personal salvation.
Not only was the aim broader, but it may also be true that the first of the
anchorites represent a kind of spiritual elitism that was born of social change. Jerome (c.
331-420) thought that the retreat to the desert by the first eremites was initially the
consequence of persecution and martyrdom during a time before the emperor Constantine
declared Christianity “legal” in 313 (Lawrence, 1986, p. 1). After this period when
Christians felt legitimized and the tether of their religious conviction slackened under an
evangelized ruler, those who longed for a more battle-tempered spirituality looked to the
examples of the desert solitaries. Their self-imposed trials of heat, cold, hunger, thirst,
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sleeplessness, exposure to wild animals, and an array of self-inflicted bodily punishments
were understood to be the means to a higher state of holiness, and these early monks were
popularly regarded as the “rock stars” of the faith.
Other discussions of the factors at play in the Christian ascetic movement point to
the general state of moral decline in the urban centers of antiquity. Wishart (1900) points
out, too, that contrary to the assumption that the first three centuries of Christianity
represent a period of youthful purity in the Church, this is a mischaracterization (pp. 289). Even by that time a combination of lassitude and worldliness had eroded the integrity
of those communities, and so the movement had already become quite secularized as a
result. In this view of cause and effect, the need to separate from the vice and debauchery
of the world included the need to separate from a Church that had become less robust and
less pure as well. In fact, this need of a more rarefied religious commitment is a theme
that will appear again and again in the chronicles and narratives of those figures most
closely associated with asceticism and Christian monasticism.
However this mix of social and cultural factors played out to inspire the first wave
of Christian anchorites, the ultimate pattern for their withdrawal into the desert is found
in the Gospel narratives. Detachment from the social and material world and denial of the
self as core elements of asceticism are implied in the image of the Baptist crying in the
wilderness, but also and more powerfully in the image of Christ, Himself, the ultimate
exemplar of the battle-perfected spirit, being led into the desert to prevail against the
temptations set before him by Satan. More explicitly in the Gospel of Mark, Christ calls
for a particular kind of spiritual apprentice when he invites, “Whoever will come after
me, let him deny himself and take up this cross, and follow me” (Mark 8:34). In the
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Gospel of John, Jesus declares: “He that loveth his life shall lose it; and he that hateth his
life in this world shall keep it unto life eternal” (John 12:25). The invitation to the ascetic
life is even stronger in the Gospel of Matthew, however, as Christ throws down the most
pointed challenge of all to the young rich man who approaches him and asks how he may
achieve eternal life. Jesus answers by telling him to “keep the commandments.” But the
young man is not satisfied by the answer, explaining that his life has already been lived
according to those imperatives. He presses again by asking, “What lack I yet?” Jesus‟
final advice finds its mark in the young man‟s pride of possession when He responds, “If
thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have
treasure in heaven: and come and follow me” (19:16-21). This is the pattern of self-denial
that is the ultimate model for the monastic life.
The evangelical counsels of poverty, charity, and obedience provided the
scaffolding upon which the lay Christians who had withdrawn into the solitude of the
deserts of the Middle East by the end of the third century sought to fashion a way of
living that freed themselves from the distractions of worldly ambition and the temptations
of the sensate self. Surrendering in obedience to the counsels of Christ by renouncing the
ties of property, family, and earthly prospects was only preparation for a longer journey
for spiritual perfection, a private quest beset with myriad impediments. Like the mythical
quests of antiquity, there were obstacles to overcome and enemy forces to subdue, but in
the Christian context, these adversaries were largely internal to the self, the inevitable
consequences of the fallen state that obscured the clear path, muddled human reason, and
left man clambering in the morass of his own appetites. Continual and, for some,
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escalating degrees of mortification of the senses1 was required in order to purge the mind
of these effects and, by steps, purify the reason. Beyond the intrusions of the world in the
solitude of the desert—in a natural cave, earthen hut, or stacked-rock grotto—a man or
woman could hope to achieve a state of absolute detachment from the social world and
the sensual self that would permit, in a series of stepwise achievements, the purification
of the spirit and finally, the apprehension of God through contemplation, prayer, and a
perfected readiness of mind.
Although far from being the first to take up the life of a desert hermit, the
Egyptian St. Anthony (251-356) was one of the most famous of those mentor hermits
who came to represent the anchorite movement, but it was the “publication” of his story
that truly propelled him into “celebrity” status across the Middle East and Mediterranean.
In 360 Athanasius compiled The Life of Anthony, and it was this extraordinary narrative
that caused its subject to become the most famous of the solitaries, and eventually, to be
regarded in the Church as the founder of monasticism. The Life is even today one of the
foundational works of patristic literature for the Church; in the tradition of the Desert
Fathers, these works chronicle the internal conflict of the soul in the “Great Alone” as the
anchorite endures the demonic terrors of the desert and the temptations of the senses in
the quest for purification of the self. As would become a convention in other
hagiographic accounts, Anthony is a young man of some wealth who, after the death of
his parents, hears the message of Christian renunciation of the material and social world,

1

Wishart (1900) explains that among the solitaries living in the Egyptian desert west of the Nile
delta there were “holy rivalries . . . to excel at self torture. Their imaginations were constantly employed in
devising unique tests of holiness and courage. They lived in holes in the ground or in dried up wells; they
slept in thorn bushes or passed days and weeks without sleep; they courted the company of wild beasts and
exposed their naked bodies to the broiling sun” (p. 49).
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sells all of his goods and property, gives the proceeds to the poor, and retreats from his
village into the life of a solitary. As Van Zeller (1959) describes it, the Life circulated
throughout the region like a “bestseller” (p. 10), so avid was the interest with which it
was received. Anthony‟s piety and miraculous fortitude against demonic forces inspired
thousands of followers to similarly renounce the world of social ties and material
prospects to take up the holy life and spiritual warfare of the solitary soldier of the spirit,
hoping to emulate his marvelous invincibility. And no wonder. The Life had all the
elements to thrill, amaze, and inspire.
The narrative of Anthony‟s experience is forceful for being heavily embellished
with the miraculous, the phantasmagoric, and the heroic. Recounting Anthony‟s most
famous battle against the devil when he was living in some tombs just outside of his
home village in Heracleopolis, Athanasius writes in Chapter 8 of an occasion when
Anthony had so disciplined himself and prevailed against previous temptation that “the
enemy could not endure it but was even fearful that in a short time Anthony would fill the
desert with the discipline.” One night “a multitude of demons” come upon the hermit and
“cut him with stripes [so] that he lay on the ground speechless from the excessive pain.”
The next morning when an acquaintance who had been bringing bread to the saint from
the village finds him, Anthony is removed to the village to recover. Though his body is
severely weakened, the righteousness of his discipline is strong and he requests to be
brought back to the tombs and shut up inside once again. Lying alone on the stone floor,
the saint prays. Then he taunts the demons by shouting, “Here am I, Anthony; I flee not
from your stripes, for even if you inflict more nothing shall separate me from the love of
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Christ.” Not unexpectedly, the demons step right up to the challenge and return in full
force and fury:
. . . in the night they made such a din that the whole of that place seemed
to be shaken by an earthquake, and the demons as if breaking the four
walls of the dwelling seemed to enter through them, coming in the
likeness of beasts and creeping things. And the place was on a sudden
filled with the forms of lions, bears, leopards, bulls, serpents, asps,
scorpions, and wolves, and each of them was moving according to his
nature. The lion was roaring, wishing to attack, the bull seeming to toss
with its horns, the serpent writhing but unable to approach, and the wolf as
it rushed on was restrained; altogether the noises of the apparitions, with
their angry raging, were dreadful.
Though Anthony‟s body is wracked with pain, his mind is gleaming clarity and he calls
the devil‟s bluff: “If there had been any power in you, it would have sufficed had one of
you come.” At that, a ray of light descends upon the hermit, the demons vanish, and
Anthony‟s body is restored. The Lord then speaks to the saint and tells him that since he
has endured the struggle, “I will ever be a succor to thee, and will make thy name known
everywhere” (Athanasius, 356-362, Ch. 8-9, p. 199).
While our modern understanding of the rhetorical strategy operating in such a
narrative might cause us to look askance at the details of the story, we can yet appreciate
the power that Anthony‟s heroism would hold for medieval audiences. The visual
imagery is compelling, too: a slight and isolated individual set in the midst of a vast and
monumental emptiness, standing unflinchingly against terrors both natural and
supernatural as each new trial burns away the deformities of the self and each successive
victory forges the spirit anew. If these aspects of the narrative were not inspiring enough
on their own merits, Athanasius makes its exemplary status explicit. In his preface, he
speaks directly to those who would be monks, entreating them to emulate Anthony‟s
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courage and determination and to regard his experience as “a sufficient pattern of
discipline” for a life committed to the service of Christ (Preface, p. 196).
It is no wonder that The Life of St. Anthony was so widely read. By the time of
Anthony‟s death in 356, the deserts of Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, especially to the east
and south of the Nile delta, had been punctuated by hundreds of single-cell hermitages
encircled by followers, themselves living in primitive huts, who wished to learn and
imitate the ways of their mentors. As a driving inspiration, the Life had an exponential
effect, not only for the Middle East and Mediterranean of the fourth and fifth centuries
but also, in the longer term, for the men and women of the medieval period in Britain
who took the vows of the consecrated life and became the first generations of AngloSaxon monks, nuns, and scribes. As inspiring as Anthony‟s brand of asceticism was to
the anchorite movement, more importantly it was also to become an underlying schema
in the internal activities of the monasteries founded in the centuries thereafter. As we will
see, this “sufficient pattern of discipline” would become operative in the daily work of
the monastery, generally, and in the moral value of hand copying manuscripts,
specifically.
The Life of St. Anthony is part and parcel of the monastic tradition of the solitary,
but it is only one of two distinct forms that emerged from the desert experience and gave
shape to the monastic culture of medieval Britain. The second tradition began to emerge
at about the same time that Anthony was vanquishing the demons from his hermitage in
the tombs just outside of his birthplace. At that time, a slightly younger Coptic Christian
contemporary by the name of Pachomius (ca. 290-346) had settled into his own cell in the
Thebaid, a region encompassing two of the northernmost provinces of the Nile valley
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while it was under Roman control. According to the Lausiaca Historia, a compilation of
narratives describing the experiences of the desert hermits written by Palladious in 41920, after only a short time as a solitary, however, Pachomius was visited in his cave by an
angel who bid him “Up! Go out and collect all the young monks and dwell with them,
and according to the model which I now give you, so legislate for them . . . .” (Ch.
XXXII). Recognizing the advantages in forming communities of hermits, he began to
organize some of the clusters of anchorites into monastic settlements. At Tabennesis he
established monastic commonwealths, a total of nine for men and two for women, which
supported altogether more than a thousand souls by the time of his death in 346 (Van
Zeller, 1959, p. 13). Typically, these settlements were configured in clusters of small
houses, each one suitable for accommodating about twenty monks or nuns, which
encircled other larger communal structures that included a church, refectory, infirmary,
and guest house.
Under the guidance of the angel, Pachomius established a rule for the
organization and operation of these communities that also vested executive authority in a
patriarch or abbot. The rule specified a daily schedule for communal activities, including
prayer, worship, and a shared meal. Of particular note, manual labor was required and
emphasized, both as a means of making marketable goods in support of the community‟s
self-reliance and as an antidote to the kind of emotional burnout that could threaten the
discipline upon which spiritual elevation depended (Lawrence, 1986, p. 8). This
requirement for the daily performance of physical labor as well as unequivocal obedience
to the directives of the abbot were distinguishing features of early Pachomian rule. Both
dictates worked to the benefit of the community as a whole, since they allowed for the
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harnessing of a diversity of practical knowledge and skills among the monks that, in turn,
ensured the self-sufficiency of the settlement. Such a collaborative and communal
organization, not to mention support, would, of course, have been impossible and even
antipathetical to the life of solitaries.
While Pachomian style coenobitics lived according to tightly specified dictates
governing the non-spiritual aspects of their community life, the rule was comparatively
vague in detailing the schedule and manner of spiritual observances.2 As a result and
somewhat ironically, spiritual practice under Pachomius tended to escalate in its degrees
of severity among individual monks, and so this feature of eastern coenobiticism came to
be known for its stricter and more austere observances than the comparably moderate
Benedictine Rule that British monasteries adopted in the eighth and ninth centuries. As
may be recalled, it was in part the Pachomian forms that characterized Celtic
monasticism as distinct from the Roman forms that eventually took hold in Britain. Even
so, the Pachomian emphasis on daily manual labor was an element that would be later
incorporated into western monachism, an important development in the evolution of
monastic culture that helped to mitigate the extremities of asceticism practiced by the
solitaries. Of course, the eremitical life of the anchorites continued independently of the
Pachomian settlements, but in time, however, coenobitic communities following
Pachomian forms increased in number to as many as several hundred across the western
edge of the Nile delta and throughout the western regions of Palestine and Syria. Both

2

Palladius writes of this aspect of the rule given to Pachomius by an angel that the purpose was
“so as to make sure in advance that even the little ones keep the rule and are not afflicted. But the perfect
have no need of legislation, for by themselves in their cells they have surrendered the whole of their life to
the contemplation of God. But I have legislated for as many as have not a discerning mind, in order that
they, like house-servants fulfilling the duties of their station, may live a life of freedom” (Ch. XXXII, (7).
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forms of asceticism coexisted throughout the Middle East, and in time the two forms
were ultimately brought together under the larger organizational structure of the Church.
Each endures as a distinct tradition within monachism even today. The ideas of obedience
to a patriarchal figure, the necessity of manual labor as a means of self-discipline and
humility, and the integration of the individual within a spiritual community were the
emerging elements in Pachomian monachism that would eventually become staples of
monastic life in the centuries ahead. They would also prove to be the basis for the
evolving moral and ethical value of manual labor to the progress of individual holiness
and to the concept of the collective spirit uniting a monastic community.
While the Pachomian-style community came to serve as a model for the
monasteries that would eventually populate the Middle East, the Mediterranean,
Continental Europe, and the British Isles throughout the medieval period, what both
forms of monachism shared were their desert origins in the romanticized examples of the
first solitaries and a body of literature that chronicled the lives of these “Desert Fathers”
as they engaged, solitary and single-handedly, the evil inherent in human nature and tried
to purge those fallen impulses in the aim to purify the self and prepare for union with the
Almighty. The corpus of desert literature in the form of chronicles and biographies that
accrued in the wake of these early monastic forms was profoundly influential throughout
monastic culture and left a formative impression on the monks and nuns of the medieval
period. Desert asceticism in the examples of the Desert Fathers was the bedrock ideal of
monastic culture and the psychological, moral, and spiritual legacy to all the forms of
Christian monasticism that would follow.
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As a caution, it is important to understand that in tracing asceticism as an
informing principle of monasticism, we are talking about a component of monastic
theology as an ideal and not necessarily as it was realized in the day-to-day lives of those
who made the commitment to it. It is a commonplace among scholars of ecclesiastical
history that while monasticism, as an institution and as an heroic pursuit, contributed to
the civilization of Europe and Britain, it is also true that, whether practiced in the desert
or in the monasteries that were founded in the centuries of the medieval period,
asceticism, particularly in its extremes, was in many respects a misguided approach to the
goal of moral and spiritual loftiness. Given our modern understanding of psychology and
our recognition of the general need for a healthful balance among the physical, mental,
and social needs of the individual, we can easily anticipate the argument. Certainly,
where asceticism was most severe, the end result could easily be a withered and wasted
life, if not death itself, for an otherwise moral character. It is not difficult to imagine that
an isolated life amounting to nothing more than a continual round of self-inflicted
tortures—in combination with continual fasting, sleep deprivation, and exposure to the
elements—would produce just the sort of visible demons that Anthony encountered in the
tombs. Rather than sustaining a humanly impossible purity, the eremite‟s cell was more
likely to “reset” to the opposite and provide host to all that had been denied in the first
place, and in overwhelming force. Workman (1962) points out that this is precisely the
reality described on so many pages of the Historia Lausiaca, documenting the lives of the
Desert Fathers. These accounts make clear the difference between the ecstasy of the ideal
and the misery of the real and can be summed up in the comments of St. Jerome (347420) who was himself an eremite of the Syrian Thebaid for a brief period. In his Letter
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XIV to Heliodorus (as cited in Workman), circa 374-6, Jerome lauds the experience of
the sublime, on the one hand: “Ah, how sweet it is to lay aside the weight of the body and
soar into the pure bright ether” (pp. 320-21). On the other, the actual experience is
conceded in Letter XXII in 384 as something far more earthbound and corporeal:
How often in the desert, in that vast solitude which, parched by the sultry
sun, affords a dwelling for the monks, did I fancy myself in the midst of
the luxuries of Rome. I sat alone, the companion of scorpions and wild
beasts, and yet was in the midst of dancing girls. My face was white with
fasting, but the mind in my cold body, was hot with desires. The fires of
lust burned up a body which was already dead. Destitute of all succour, I
cast myself at the feet of Jesus, washed them with my tears, dried them
with my hair, and subdued the rebel flesh by whole week‟s fasting.
(Workman, p. 321)
Workman (1962) points out that a description such as Jerome provides is repeated
throughout the pages that record the experience of the desert and is an illustration of
monasticism‟s failure to recognize two truths concerning human nature: first, that the
social nature of man is God-given rather than an evil to be stamped out, and second, that
elevation of the moral and spiritual self cannot depend on compartmentalizing the person
and separating from the whole two passions to subdue, the pride of material ambition in
life and the “lust of the flesh.”
These failures, he continues, in addition to the failure to understand that a
cloistered environment that would “surround the soul with walls to keep out evil” is not
the optimum environment for genuine selflessness, are what led a great number of
monastics to fall into “accidie,” meaning ennui or what today we might even call clinical
depression. Cassian3 (360-435) is cited for offering a clear definition of the malady:

3

Known as John the Ascetic, a Christian theologian, mystic, and founder of the Abbey of St.
Victor at Marseille.
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Accidie is heaviness or weariness of heart . . . akin to dejection, and is
especially trying to recluses and a dangerous and frequent foe to dwellers
in the desert; and especially disturbing to a monk about the sixth hour
[noon] like some fever which seizes him at stated times . . . .
The consequences of accidie are many, as Cassian continues:
When accidie has taken possession of a man it produces dislike of the
place, disdain and contempt of the brethren, as if they were careless or
unspiritual . . . He complains that he is cut off from spiritual gain, and is of
no use in the place . . . He cries up distant monasteries and those which are
a long way off, and describes such places as more profitable and better
suited for salvation. He paints the intercourse with the brethren there as
sweet and full of spiritual life. On the other hand, he says that everything
about him is rough and undefined. . . Besides this he looks about anxiously
this way and that, and sighs that none of the brethren came to see him, and
often comes in and out of his cell, and frequently gazes up at the sun as if
it were too slow in setting. So a kind of unreasonable confusion of mind
takes possession of him like some foul darkness, and makes him idle and
useless for every spiritual work, so that he imagines that no cure for so
terrible an attack can be found except in visiting some of the brethren.
(Workman, pp. 326-327)
While communities of a later period had their share of those who had taken vows merely
for “the living” that monastic life provided, the early monastery in Britain was no
sanctuary for a weak character or a feeble commitment. For the extremely zealous or for
those monks who mistook asceticism as an end in and of itself rather than as a means to
an end, the results could manifest as torpor, gloom, and despair, but also resentment,
anger, and cruelty towards others. In later centuries, these distortions could be
compounded if the abbot were similarly disposed or if the community itself were
dysfunctional.
Although many monks pledged a lifetime commitment to the consecrated life,
many also fled, often more than once, from the enclosed life to which they had
surrendered themselves (Kerr, 2009, pp. 145-147). Given the child sexual abuse scandals
in the Catholic Church of recent years, it can also come as no surprise that, even within
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otherwise noble fraternities of the period, masturbation, sodomy, and fornication outside
the walls were known manifestations of monastic life, due at least in part to the
overwhelming preoccupation with “the lust of the flesh” and the obsessive need to
mortify the senses. Such realities, we can easily infer, are the reason for the requirements
of the brethren to remain within the enclosure and to sleep in their quarters, according to
Chapter 22 of Benedict‟s Rule, “in separate beds,” fully “clothed and girded with belts of
cords,” with a “lamp . . . kept burning in the room until morning,” and “under the
watchful care of seniors” (Fry, 1981, p. 30).
Despite these failures, aberrations, and recurring bouts of mortality, however, it is
important to remember that what was emphasized by the monastic life was the necessity
for self-discipline in the pursuit of good works, a moral character, and true holiness. Not
only was the overarching principle of life predicated on an ethic of peace, love, and
charity, but also mastery of the self did not necessarily condemn the monk to a life of
misery and despondency. As Workman (1962) explains, there was quiet joy in the
cloistered life as well, as “a St. Benedict or a St. Bernard strove to get the world beneath
his feet that he might the better see the other world above his head” (p. 339). The daily
pursuit of the self perfected by those who took up the consecrated life was also admired
by the laity of Anglo-Saxon Britain4 as the highest earthly pursuit, for a monastic was
looked upon as a spiritual soldier on continuous “active duty” whose prayers and acts of
repentance secured the safety and salvation of the people. Ironically, while the monk
began by dissolving ties to the social and material world, it was the monasteries they

4

Decarreaux (1964) notes that the Anglo-Saxons were “keen and intelligent neophytes” and
“whether converted by one side [the Celtic monks] or the other [the Benedictines], were able to acquire
both faith and education before they themselves very soon became masters as well as scholars” (p. 272).
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came to that knitted the social fabric together and provided Britain and Europe with a
degree of solidarity and stability it had never known before (p. 343).
We must also remember in considering the working world of the scribe, that the
monastic ideal as well as the mortal failures that were the inevitable consequence of
aiming so very high were both part of monastic culture and the workplace context where
manuscript production took place. In the pages ahead, we will see these dual and
sometimes conflicting expressions—of ecstasy and exhaustion—that reveal both the
loftiness of the monastic ideal as well as the “nine-to-five” practical realities of scribal
work. For now, however, we will turn to two of the most important documents in the
history of western monasticism, the Life of St. Benedict in Book II of the Dialogues of St.
Gregory and the Rule for Monks, usually attributed to St. Benedict, both of which
supplied the pattern for monastic life in the west for 1500 years and formed the basis of
the “Benedictine tradition” that would eventually establish itself in Britain. However, it is
the example of Benedict that is the model for the monastic commitment to the
consecrated life and his Rule that codifies it. Between the two is the monastic culture that
would emerge over the course of the eighth century as the workplace context of the early
medieval scribe.
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Chapter 5. The Monastic Ideal as Workplace Ethos
The Benedictine Way
In the history of western monasticism, there are two documents, the Life of
Benedict in Book II of the Dialogues of St. Gregory and the Rule for Monks, traditionally
attributed to St. Benedict, that supply the pattern for monastic life during the medieval
period (Leclercq, 1961) and form the basis of the Benedictine tradition that would
eventually establish itself in Britain over the course of the seventh century. It is the
example of Benedict through Gregory‟s description that refines the earlier desert model
for the monastic commitment to the consecrated life, and it is his Rule that codifies it.
Between the two is the monastic ideal that would emerge to shape the culture of the
cloister and inform the workplace context of the early medieval scribe. It is the ideal of a
life in active pursuit of God and commitment to His service through a harmonious
balance of work, reading, and prayer that these Benedictine texts prescribe. Within that
ideal is the physical, mental, and spiritual world in which the early work of “editing” and
“publishing” the first systematically produced books in England was carried out. To be
sure, it was an unprecedented workplace in the history of the western world, and the work
ethic and production values that came out of such a unique environment would provide
the standards for beauty, balance, fidelity, and even usability in book production that
influenced “publication” all the way up to and beyond the invention of the printing press.
Herein is the Benedictine influence on England‟s first textual culture, a workplace world
that united body, mind, and spirit in the production and reproduction of words—and
Words—in service of God and the Church.
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The Rule, the Life, and the Centrality of Text
The Benedictine Infrastructure. When Augustine and his band of 39 monks
arrived in Kent in 597 to begin their holy mission of converting the Anglo-Saxons, the
pope‟s emissary brought along with him many books, among which it would be
reasonable to believe, were counted the Life of St. Benedict and the Rule for Monks. But
the monastery of Saints Peter and Paul that Augustine was to found just outside of
Canterbury in the following year would not be the first Benedictine monastery in Britain.
In the seventh century as the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons proceeded regionally and
stepwise, monasteries were being founded, built, and continually expanded, always in
connection with local courts and, by necessity, always out of the deep pockets of the
ruling elite. Lawrence (1984) explains that the foundations of these early English
monasteries were established along three distinct cultural lines: Irish, Gallic, and Roman.
The offspring of Aidan‟s missionary efforts in Northumbria, the monasteries of
Lindisfarne, Melrose, Gateshead, Hartlepool, and Ripon reflected the Irish traditions of
Iona and probably were organized and regulated by the rule of Columba. The Gallic line
that came into favor with the early English nobility gave rise to double monasteries that
were also being established, principally as nunneries with associated secondary male
communities ruled exclusively by high-born abbesses. These hybrid communities,
established principally for the benefit of the newly Christian Anglo-Saxon noblewomen,
were likely to have followed a mixed rule, a combination of that of St. Columbanus and
St. Benedict (pp. 50-52). In terms of the Roman “brand,” two leading edges were
involved in producing communities that were likely to have followed more closely the
Benedictine forms. The first was that of Wilfred, originally a monk at Lindisfarne, who
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may have founded the first properly Benedictine monastery at Ripon, followed by his
second in the next year at Hexham at about 670. The second vanguard was Wilfred‟s
countryman, Benedict Biscop, who founded the twin monasteries most often associated
with Bede at Wearmouth and Jarrow. Biscop had lived under the monastic rule at Lérins
and was familiar through his travels on the Continent with life at the most important
Gallic and Italian monasteries. At Wearmouth and Jarrow, Benedict‟s Rule supplied the
guiding outline for community life, but Biscop supplemented that rule liberally with the
“best practices” of those houses he had known in Europe. Celtic ideals and traditions
from Aidan‟s foundations in the north also influenced Biscop‟s legislation (Knowles &
Hadcock, 1971, p. 9). For Wearmouth and Jarrow, the most advantageous benefit of
Benedictine rule may have been in regard to the manner of selecting an abbot. Such an
adoption would have been provocative, for it gave monasteries a codified “out” in
avoiding the obligatory appointment of either a member of the founding noble family or
one of its descendents. Under the requirement of Benedict‟s Rule, the abbot was one of
the brethren chosen by his own community on the basis of his merits “as a worthy
steward” who possessed “goodness of life and wisdom in teaching” (Ch. 64, p. 62). This
new element in Benedictine legislation was highly advantageous in protecting both the
spiritual purity of the monastic leadership as well as the independence of its activities
from domination by the local court. As can be imagined, however, the implementation of
such a requirement met with resistance from ruling aristocracies, and it gained ground
only slowly (Lawrence, 1984, p. 55).
While manuscripts are the most numerous of historical artifacts from the medieval
period (De Hamel, 1986, p. 10), not even one among the thousands of manuscripts that
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have survived is that of a monastic rule in use in England during the seventh century
(Lawrence, 1984, p. 52). At best, what can be said about the Rule of Benedict in England
during this period is that it was surely adopted, although slowly, perhaps at Ripon first
and Hexham thereafter (Knowles & Hadcock, 1971, p. 9). There are many surviving
copies of Benedict‟s Rule, however. The oldest is one that was copied in Anglo-Saxon
England about 750. A later version, but one that is more highly prized for being closer in
remove to Benedict‟s original manuscript, is one of St. Gall, copied at Aachen, Germany,
during the ninth century from a codex that had been presented by the abbot Alcuin of
York to Charlemagne (Lawrence, 1984, p. 20). In terms of its substantive influence, what
is known about the Rule of Benedict, however, is that it came to be one of two texts, the
other being Gregory‟s Life of Benedict, upon which the development of medieval
monastic culture in the west pivoted away from its lineage from the East and proceeded
in a new and more humane direction that was more tailored to the west (Leclercq, 1961,
p. 13). Together, the hagiographic narrative of Benedict‟s renunciation and the
organizational rule he compiled and simplified form the “sufficient pattern” for monastic
life in Britain and on the Continent that would endure up to the present day. For those
monks whose requirement for daily manual labor was fulfilled by the production and
reproduction of manuscripts, these two documents taken together constitute the “policy
manual” of the scribal workplace.
The Rule and the Daily Round. Benedict (480-546) composed his Rule for
Monks sometime after 534 at the Italian monastery of Monte Cassino, his own foundation
which he established at the top of a rocky summit along the Via Latina between Rome
and Naples. The year was 529, when by the standards of his time, Benedict was nearly an
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old man. Poised at the start of the last chapter of his life, he had the benefit of more than
20 years of experience as an anchorite, following the example of St. Anthony, some 30
miles from Rome at Subiaco, and as a leader of a small community at Vicovaro. As both
a hermit and an abba, Benedict had apparently learned the lessons of his own failed
leadership that had set expectations of his followers too high and had imposed too
extreme an austerity on the community he led. As the leader at Vicovaro, his impetuosity,
inexperience, and brittle imposition of an unforgiving harshness on the community
combined to assure the erosion of his leadership there, and if he had not made the
decision to return to his grotto near Subiaco, the group would have carried out their plan
to poison him. Once re-established as a solitary, however, Benedict soon found himself
surrounded by a constellation of new followers. These he organized into a small
coenobitic community in Pachomian fashion, and once more took up the role as patriarch
for a second time. The experiment at Subiaco was also a short-lived one as well,
however, this time due to the malicious machinations of a neighboring priest who envied
Benedict‟s popularity. Gregory (593) recounts that after first being foiled in his attempt to
poison the venerable father with a tainted loaf of bread, this Florentius redirected his aim
at the community, intending “to destroy the souls of his disciples.” According to
Gregory‟s narrative, one night the envious priest sends seven naked prostitutes into the
settlement “to the end that, by this means, they might inflame their minds to sinful lust.”
In witnessing the “damnable sight” and “fearing the danger which thereby might ensue to
his younger monks, and considering that all this was done only for his persecution,”
Benedict “gave place to envy,” and headed southward with a few of the monks after
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appointing a handful of his disciples to govern the community (Dialogues, Book II, Ch.
8).
At Monte Cassino, on the top of a rocky prominence rising some 1,700 feet above
sea level, Benedict built a new monastery incorporating a new way of coenobitic living
that eschewed the extremes and the competitiveness of the desert hermits as well as the
harshness of Pachomian rule, but yet exacted from its members enough voluntary
obedience and a lifelong commitment to its community that would ensure its stability and
continuity. No doubt reflecting on his own recent failures and drawing on multiple
sources that included the rules of Pachomius, Basil, and the unknown author of The
Master‘s Rule,1 Benedict compiled his Rule for Monks. As he explains near the end of the
Prologue, ostensibly as a patriarch speaking to his son, the novitiate, the intent of the
legislation was
[t]o establish a school for the Lord‟s service. In drawing up its regulations,
we hope to set down nothing harsh, nothing burdensome. The good of all
concerned, however, may prompt us to a little strictness in order to amend
faults and to safeguard love. Do not be daunted . . . . [but] as we progress
in this way of life and in faith, we shall run on the path of God‟s
commandments, our hearts overflowing with the inexpressible delight of
love. Never swerving from his interactions, then, but faithfully observing
his teaching in the monastery until death, we shall through patience share
in the sufferings of Christ that we may deserve also to share in his
kingdom. Amen. (Fry, 1981, p. 5)
The tone of the exhortation in the Preface is one of geniality, humanity, and love; what
Benedict was hoping for with his new legislation was a more complete and mutually
1

Benedict‟s Rule and the anonymous Rule of the Master, which the Rule relies upon heavily as its
principal source, were both written in Italy during the sixth century and are the earliest treatises offering
fully-fleshed plans for the life of a monastic community. Both were written in the lingua vulgaris, that is,
the commonly spoken Latin of the educated people of the time. Some scholars have speculated that
Cassiodorus was the author of the Rule of the Master, but there is no evidence to support the theory.
Benedict did, however, lift substantial portions of the anonymous document verbatim according to
Laurence (1984), although the graft is also an improvement on the original (pp. 21-22).
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supportive way of living that would promote the necessary balance of body, mind, and
soul within the whole person. Unlike the ascetics of the desert who sought to suppress the
senses through a continual round of mortification and self-torture, Benedict recognized
the commonsense need to treat the body with sufficient humanity so that at all times it
could serve the soul (Decarreaux, 1964, p. 224). But the treatment of the physical self and
freedom from the senses are only part of the underpinning of the Rule. As Van Zeller
(1959) notes, the principle informing all of the activities of monastic life is that of love
and cooperation with the mind of Christ, whether in prayer, reading, or work. Adherence
to the Rule advances the monk‟s union with the divine through “fidelity to every custom,
rule, vow, prayer, work, penance, human contact, and act of submission.” In this way, the
Rule records the outward form of the inward experience of grace (pp. 28-29).
The Rule itself is composed of a Prologue and 73 chapters that together set out a
plan of living for “the regular life,” that is, the regulated life of a monastic under the rule
of a firm but compassionate patriarch. From the Prologue through Chapter 7 are set out
the virtues that monks should strive to develop, including disciplined senses, purity of
heart, patience with injury, restraint of speech, alacrity in obedience, and humility—in 12
progressive steps. Chapters 8 through 21 specify the details and order of the Opus Dei
(Work of God), which include instructions for the Divine Offices of the Night and the
Day, the order and arrangement of psalmody, vigils, and prayer. The balance of the
chapters are a mix of regulations concerning the qualifications of the abbot and other
officials, and stipulations of arrangements for sleeping, eating, clothing, bathing, and
traveling. Ownership in common is addressed as well as the proper care of the sick and
the manner of hospitality shown to visitors. Included within the chapters are penitentials
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that address a variety of infractions, from the lesser faults of tardiness, grumbling,
laughter, and the improper care of community property to those of greater seriousness
such as mistakes in the oratory; pride, stubbornness, and disobedience; and abandonment
of the cloister. As the ultimate authority of the community, it is the abbot‟s duty to
determine the punishment for each offense, large or small, and make his judgment known
to the brethren during the chapter meetings. The most serious offenses were violence,
sexual intercourse, including sodomy, and conspiracy (Kerr, 2009, p. 123), though these
are not referred to explicitly in the Rule.
Legislating a seasonally adjusted division of daily life among prayer, reading, and
work, the Rule‘s balance is predicated on a lifelong commitment to the cloister and the
community within it as well as an unquestioning obedience in all things to the abbot. The
Rule establishes a seasonally flexible schedule for the performance of the divine offices,
the supreme duty of the monastery. These prayers in common were regarded as the Work
of God or Opus Dei, and were sung or recited at specific hours of the day. It is important
to understand that the seasonal adjustments in the daily schedule were based on periods
of daylight and darkness rather than on “clock time.” Each period was divided equally
into twelve “hours” such that in the winter an hour in the night would be composed of
more than 60 minutes, and in the day, less. By the same token, in summer the hours were
shorter at night and longer in the day (Knowles, 1969, pp. 212-213).
A monk‟s day began under the light of the moon, and as a bell was rung by one of
the circulares appointed to that duty, he rose nearly fully clothed in his tunic from his cot
in the dorter or dormitory he shared with his fellows, crossed himself and uttered a brief
prayer, slipped on his cowl and slippers, and after attending to his bodily needs in the
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reredorter (the latrine or privy house at the back of the dormitory), washed his hands,
combed his hair, and made his way down the night stairs to the chapel to begin singing
Nocturns or Vigils (also known as Matins). This longest of the offices might have taken
up two hours, after which an interval was allowed, although the community did not return
to bed. Lauds followed at daybreak. Afterwards the shorter offices of the day were sung
at intervals at the first (Prime), third (Terce), sixth (Sext), and ninth hours (None),
followed by the evening prayer (Vespers) and the night prayer (Compline) at sundown. In
between the offices, two or more hours were allowed for reading and private prayer, and
six or more hours were allotted for manual labor. The winter schedule permitted a single
meal after midday, the summer, two, one near noon and the other before sundown so that
“everything can be done by daylight” according to the Rule (Chapter 41, p. 42). While the
meals afforded were not luxurious, they were sufficient, the Rule allowing a pound of
bread per day for each monk in addition to two cooked dishes and a portion of fruit when
it was available. There was flexibility, too, in allowing the abbot to adjust the menu
depending on the season, the strength of the harvest, the availability of local produce, and
even the physical activity required of certain labors. While meat was not permitted except
for those recovering from illness in the infirmary, eggs, fish, and poultry could be
included in the cooked dishes for healthy monks, since these foods were not considered
to be “flesh.” Reluctantly, from Benedict‟s point of view,2 half a bottle of wine each day
was also allowed for each of the brethren.

Benedict‟s concern, expressed in Chapter 40 of the Rule, was drunkenness that might make “even
wise men go astray.” While Benedict encourages moderation, he also reminds that “those to whom God
gives the strength to abstain must know that they will earn their own reward.”
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Private ownership was considered nothing less than an “evil practice” that “must
be uprooted and removed from the monastery” (Chapter 33, p. 36) and a serious violation
of the Rule that was not allowed except by permission, and this restriction included letters
and small gifts of any kind even from the monk‟s own family. When the receipt of a gift
was permitted, even then the abbot had the authority to redirect that item to another
monk, based on the principle that distribution of all things necessary was according to
“each one as he had need” (Chapter, 34, p. 37). All the necessities of daily living were to
be provided by the abbot so that “every excuse of lacking some necessity will be taken
away.” For each monk‟s cot a straw-stuffed mat, woolen blanket, light covering, and
pillow were provided. Depending on area climate, each monk was fitted with two tunics,
two cowls (one of wool), a pair of fur-lined shoes for the winter, and a lighter pair for the
summer, sandals, a belt, knife, stylus, needle, handkerchief, and writing tablets (Ch. 55,
p. 54).
Group shaves were regularly scheduled, but bathing, although allowed twice a
year, once before Christmas and once before Easter, was entirely optional. On Saturdays,
the brethren‟s feet were washed in a ritual intended to reenact Christ‟s washing of the feet
of the apostles, and upon rising every morning and before each meal the hands were
washed. While two properly fitted tunics and cowls were provided for each monk for the
purpose of regular laundering, fleas, lice, bedbugs, and other vermin regularly infected
the clothes, bodies, and beds of the monks, such infestations being cited in a later century
by the Carthusian monk Caesarius of Heisterbach (c. 1180-c. 1240) as one of the reasons
that novitiates feared monastic life (Kerr, 2009, p. 13). Abdominal ailments were typical,
owing either to the rough diet or to bacteria or parasites in drinking water taken from
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streams polluted with human and animal waste. Blood-letting was such a regular feature
of both preventive and curative health care in the monastery, that in some monasteries
monks could be bled as many as nine times per year. While orchards and gardens within
the monastic enclosure had been alluded to in Pachomius‟ rule for his Egyptian
coenobitic communities of an earlier age, it is clear that monastic gardens were cultivated
both within and without the cloister garth, according to Paul Meyvaert (1986). However,
it is uncertain to what extent or whether at all early medieval monasteries made use of
herbals for teas, extracts, or other potions in the treatment of illness and disease (p. 3940). According to Benedictine rule, “Care of the sick must rank above and before all
else” (Ch. 36, p. 38), and was a particular obligation of the monks as a Christian duty, but
whether herbal medicine was part of the armamentarium of the infirmary is unclear, even
though herbal treatises such as that of Dioscorides had been translated and were
preserved to some extent in a chapter of Cassiodorus‟ Institutiones titled de Medici
(Meyvaert, 1986, pp. 39-40).
While the Rule exacted much of those committed to monastic life, there was
generally built into its requirements some room for flexibility in their interpretation, a
discretionary authority accorded exclusively to the abbot. Further, in order to mitigate the
more global requirement of unwavering obedience to the abbot, Benedict‟s rule specifies
that the abbot be a person of the community and chosen by virtue of his own merits by
that community. Moreover, the abbot had the obligation to consult the brethren in
managing the business of the monastery, an opportunity afforded the patriarch in daily
meetings in the Chapter House where issues concerning the monastery‟s internal
operations and external relationships were to be considered by the community as a whole;
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as well, the brethren were to listen to a daily reading of a chapter of the Rule, thus the
designation of “Chapter House.” The finality of the lifelong commitment required of the
monk is likewise softened by the familial support of communal activities offered through
the daily observance of the divine offices, recitation of the psalms, a shared meal, and,
perhaps counter-intuitively, by the mandate for silence.
As Thomas Moore (1998) explains, in a community so closely knit and obliged to
conduct each and every activity of daily life en masse, the requirement for silence not
only permitted a more meaningful exchange when speaking was permitted but also
enriched human interaction and the familial bond by ensuring the quality rather than the
quantity of those exchanges (p. xix). Empty greetings of good will, platitudes, and idle
talk diluted such moments and thereby attenuated the community bond. Too, it was the
role of the disciple to “be silent and listen” to the master whose duties were to speak and
teach in order to instruct the novitiate. To govern the tongue was avoid the inevitable sin
that comes from “a flood of words” and the aimlessness that attends the talkative man.
Silence was designated as the ninth stage of humility, a virtue that required a monk to
refrain even from good words . . . out of an esteem for silence. For all the
more reason, then, should evil speech be curbed so that punishment for sin
may be avoided. . . . We absolutely condemn in all places any vulgarity
and gossip and talk leading to laughter, and we do not permit a disciple to
engage in words of that kind. (Rule, Ch. 6, pp. 15-16)
While well-governed speech and mutual support was the ideal intended to foster the
sense of familial love within the community, the cloister was also in reality a necessarily
crowded place, and the mandate for silence did afford some other personal benefits for
the individual monk. The inner retreat required for lectio divina depended on silence, and
such a disconnect from one‟s fellows provided something of a buffer from the everyday
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impositions of communal living. In providing the escape of a psychological withdrawal
into one‟s own mental interior, silence served as a natural defense against the complete
lack of personal privacy and solitude in the community where literally every activity of
daily life, performed from the privy to the dormitory to the refectory to the chapter house
to the cloister, was carried out communally or under the watchful eyes of circatores,
minders who circulated throughout the buildings and grounds of the monastery while the
brothers were engaged in reading or work (Lawrence, 1984, p. 106). Their purpose was to
ensure against infractions of the Rule: idleness, napping, grumbling, gossiping, laughing,
and any other sins of disobedience. If the mandate for silence afforded some
psychological space for the individual, the requirement of the tunic and cowl helped to
offer some physical separation between the man and the rest of the world. In fact, these
garments stood in place of the walls and ceilings of each monk‟s personal space and were
for most of each day the only means of affording even a modicum of privacy in the
monastery. Modesty required the brothers to sleep fully clothed in their tunics, allowing
no more than their faces, hands, and feet exposed, but the custom provided some physical
refuge as well. For the group shave, the optional bi-annual bath, and visits to the privy,
the cowl was brought up over the head so that anonymity—and silence—made up in
some degree for what community living took away.
Although Benedictine rule was a kinder, gentler, more humane rule than either the
Eastern monachism of Pachomius or the rules of Columba or Columbanus, still the
commitment to its order and regulation was by no means easy to fulfill, and the Rule
reflects recognition of that difficulty. In the manner of accepting new brothers, Benedict
saw the need to include provisions for the acceptance of novitiates that would truly test
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the mettle of the applicant and allow a graduated proof of the new recruit‟s determination
to take the vows. The Rule specifies intervals before vows could be taken in order to
ensure that the commitment to the consecrated life was full-throated and thoroughly
contemplated. Even for those who suffered claustrophobia or for one reason or another
abandoned their vows to remain enclosed and fled the precinct, the Rule permitted some
leniency and provided for up to three readmissions to the community after the brother had
made full amends for leaving. Thereafter, all prospects of return were denied. For those
fulfilling their lifelong commitment to the consecrated life, Benedict also recognized the
value of daily manual labor as a means of providing the monks with some variety of
occupation, exercise, and open air that would prevent accidie and serve as a means of
self-discipline. In its early interpretation, the Rule reiterates the biblical exhortation to
live by the labor of one‟s own hands, but as the monasteries were built up from their
original clusters of wooden buildings into fully operational precincts of stonework,
masonry, and glass; the size of their communities grew; and official duties became more
specialized, manual labor came to include more than the heavier lifting of harvesting,
husbandry, or even the daily round of “household” chores necessary to keep the precinct
operating. As the community‟s obligations to observe and perform an expanding schedule
of liturgical duties, feast days, and holy observances grew, the conversi or lay brethren
and servants took over many such physical chores and labors over time, although monks
with specialized skills and craftsmanship could be employed with the permission of the
abbot to benefit the community directly or to provide goods for sale on the outside. And,
of course, as the ever demanding need for more and more texts challenged the time and
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resources of the community, manuscript production came to be the principal occupation
of the monks.
No matter what form the daily requirement for manual labor took, Benedict‟s rule
intended the obligation to be a means to serve both the individual and the community
generally. Because “idleness is the enemy of the soul,” work was the safeguard against
temptation, vainglory, and the lust of the flesh by providing the monks with a means of
daily exercise, the chance to take in the sunlight, expanse of space, and the fresh air of the
natural world, and the opportunity to discipline the senses through repetitive activity.
Manual labor also was intended to serve the cooperative in a larger sense as well by
contributing to the self-sufficiency of the precinct. The work of manuscript production is
not mentioned at all in the Rule, but most discussions of this point conclude that it was
implicit for having been taken for granted. As Leclercq (1961) explains, learned monks
was the presumption of Benedict‟s Rule, as was the copying of manuscripts that would
support reading, study, and prayer (p. 16). For the same reason, neither does the Rule
mention a scriptorium or writing room as a dedicated space for copying or manuscript
production, and most historians agree that rooms or buildings built for that purpose did
not exist in Britain before the fourteenth century (Cranage, 1926, p. 4; Drogin, 1983, p.
10). While this conclusion seems illogical given the importance of texts to an expanding
Church, most of the writing and copying done in the monastery took place in the niches
and cubicle-recesses along the cloister arches. When more elaborate productions were
undertaken, it is likely that other spaces were temporarily put into service as writing
workrooms where several workers could gather to complete the project. When finished,
the space could be returned to its previous use.
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The Monastic Enclosure. As much as Benedict‟s Rule for Monks provided the
scaffolding for the regular life and the daily round of activities that constituted it, the
physical layout of the precinct itself was also largely determined by the provisions of the
Rule. The central idea of the enclosure was very much a part of the bedrock psychology
of the monastic life insofar as the encircling wall around the precinct that separated the
physical community from most of the daily intercourse with the rest of the world
represented the monk‟s absolute commitment to the consecrated life, a life that embraced
the evangelical counsels of poverty, charity, chastity, and obedience in lifelong service of
God in complete rejection of the social ties and worldly temptations of ordinary life as
impediments to spiritual perfection. The claustral enclosure represented the individual‟s
containment within a community as well, since the monastic ideal of the coenobitic was
one pursued both as a monos, or solitary, whose advancement towards spiritual perfection
depended upon daily confrontation with mind, body, and spirit in the Great Alone of the
private self but also as a brother living within a familial social hierarchy. In short, the
enclosure as a principal feature of monastic life was both a psychological and a physical
reality.
Monastery ruins, excavations, and the topographical features surrounding the
precinct site reveal much about the size and configuration of a given foundation, but
exactly how each building may have been used is not easily known, especially since
construction, reconstruction, repair, replacement, and renovation were ongoing processes
that continued over centuries. Too, the population of a community, its daily operations,
and even its socio-political situation relative to the local court and the local citizenry
could vary over time and affect the uses of its facilities. There are only two building plans
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known for western monasteries that were composed during the Middle Ages (Kerr, 2009,
p. 20). One is the Waterworks Plan of Christ Church, Canterbury, set out about 1165,
showing the precinct as it existed in the twelfth century. The other is the famous
document of the Plan of St. Gall in Switzerland, which dates from about 830. This plan
was never executed but represents an idealized design for a Benedictine monastery, a
schematic that was created over the course of two synods held in Aachen during the
Carolingian period of reform when Charlemagne, crowned Holy Roman Emperor in 800,
intended to revive for the Continent the learning, culture, and art of Rome through the
Church. The St. Gall design was a properly Benedictine template for new monasteries
that would be established throughout the Continent intended to serve as centers of
learning, art, and perhaps most importantly, book production. As a famous architectural
document,3 the plan is of great interest for being the earliest preserved document of its
type from the period as well as for the unprecedented vision it represents for medieval
architecture. The St. Gall Plan is most valuable to our discussion of the culture and work
practices of monastic scribes, however, for the details the blueprint reveals and the labels
that are provided for an entire compound made up of some forty different buildings,
including churches, residences, kitchens, workshops, granary, brewery, bakery, stables,
smithies, orchards, gardens, fences, poultry houses, and even a seyney, a small building
used for bloodletting (Kerr, 2009, p. 23).

3

The UCLA Digital Library has published an entire website devoted to the document that includes
a searchable database of the more than one thousand components that comprise the plan, 3-D models, and a
full listing of the plan‟s inscriptions in translation (St. Gall Plan, 2012).
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Figure 6. A graphic rendering of the main elements of the Plan of St. Gall. The top of the cruciform
church faces east. Just left of the transept of the church is the scriptorium (P1). The small outbuilding
north of the scriptorium is a facility for bloodletting called a seyney. Gardens, orchards, and hives mark
the eastern complex. The monks‟ dormitory (H) is just south of the church on the second floor, above
the calefactory below and adjacent to the cloister and garth (G).The southern outbuildings house stables
and coops as well as living quarters for the conversi or lay brethren. At the western boundary are the
smithy‟s buildings as well as the larger guest quarters at the northwest corner. (Ground plan, St. Gall
monastery, Switzerland. Scanned in from Vol. 1, 9th edition of a EB (1875). Source :
[http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:St_gall_plan.jpg]) . Image in Public Domain.

Of particular interest, a scriptorium is included in the St. Gall plan that includes
indications for the seats of the scribes around the perimeter of the room and a library
housed on the floor just above, the placement of the monastery‟s manuscripts on an
elevated level presumably a security precaution against theft or looting. Even as an
unrealized design, however, the St. Gall Plan shows just how diversified and wellorganized the ideal precinct could be given an abundance of wealth and nearly unlimited
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resources. While monasteries in Britain in the early centuries following Augustine‟s
arrival in Kent were primitive in comparison, nevertheless, the physical ideal for the
Benedictine precinct reflects both the humanity of a temperate rule and the compassion
with which that rule was applied.
Generally, it can be understood that the church, cruciform in shape during the
middle and late centuries of the period, and the cloister were the center of monastic life,
for it was in the church that the offices of the Opus Dei were sung or recited, and it was
in the rectangular cloister that attached to, usually, the southern long side of the church
that the monks spent most of their waking hours. From the cloister rectangle, most of the
buildings of the precinct could be accessed so that the brothers rarely had to leave this
inner court. When they did, of course, permission of the abbot was required according to
the Rule. The cloisters were built as open arched walkways along the lengths of which
were niches where seats and writing desks could be arranged for schooling, copying,
reading, prayer, and even group dictation. Group shaving, foot washing, and laundering
of clothing were performed in the cloistered walkways or the open court (Kerr, 2009, p.
21), and because the structure was typically situated to take advantage of the southern
exposure, generally this area was warmer and lighter than other areas on the grounds. The
open area at the center was called the cloister garth (Cook, 1961, p. 59). Covered with
grass, it afforded space for fruit trees and herb and vegetable gardens, flowers, and
ornamentals, and in many monasteries these grounds were painstakingly manicured and
planted with junipers, roses, and other plant species symbolic of the sacred so as to reflect
at this center of their daily lives and work the idyllic image of heavenly paradise (Kerr,
2009, p. 24).
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In addition to the cloister, the southern claustral buildings also typically included
the coquina (kitchen), the refectorium (refectory or dining hall), and a warming parlor or
calefactorium for the monks that was the only heated building on the premises. The
calefactory was the room in which was performed the tasks of ink making and leather
polishing, as the temperature permitted the ingredients of the ink to properly dissolve and
the animal fats used for conditioning the leather of the monks‟ shoes to stay soft. Just
near the refectory, there may have been a lavatorium, or if it was not a dedicated space, at
least a wash bowl and towels set up near the entrance to the refectory that allowed the
brothers to wash their hands before going to their common meal. The Rule specified a
rotating schedule of “kitchen servers for the week” (Ch. 35, p. 37) so that all the brothers
would serve each other in turn. No one was to be excused from such duty, although if the
community were large, the cellarer might be pardoned in order to adequately manage the
larder and his inventory of pots, pans, and utensils. On Saturday, the outgoing servers and
the incoming servers were to launder the towels used in the lavatorium and “wash the feet
of everyone” (Rule, Ch. 35, pp. 37-38). The single meal offered in the winter and the two
meals provided in the summer were, of course, to be taken in silence so that while the
brothers were refreshing their bodies, their minds could be edified by readings from
scripture or the Lives of the Saints, readings that were performed in turn by brothers
especially suited to the task or by the cantor or precentor who was responsible for
oversight of the community‟s library holdings (Cook, 1961, p. 100). A system of hand
signs was used to signal a request for food or drink during the meal, but otherwise the
brethren were to eat in silence, backs to the walls with their cowls drawn over their heads.
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Along the eastern side of the enclosure were usually housed the monks‟ capitulum
or chapter house, dormitory, and reredorter. The chapter house provided the community
with a common gathering place to discuss the business of the monastery following a daily
reading of a chapter of the Rule. During these meetings, the abbot was to present
whatever business was at hand, hear the counsel of the brothers, and then make his
decision accordingly. Opinions could be expressed, but with the mandated and
appropriate humility. The chapter house provided a venue also for brothers who had need
to confess some transgression, prostrate themselves in penance, or even be punished
physically. The eastern block may have accommodated an infirmary as well, although it
would have remained separate from the dormitory and may even have had its own
kitchen as well as an area for bloodletting. The dormitory may have been situated on
ground level or on a second floor and would have been furnished only with the monks‟
cots, their bedding, and perhaps hooks on the wall where spare tunics, cowls, or scapulae
were hung. Rushes would have been strewn over the floorboards for warmth; perhaps
twice a year, once before Christmas and once again at Easter, the dormitory floors would
have been swept out and new rushes lain down. The reredorter or latrine was a separate
room, attached to the back of the dormitory, ideally. A wooden bench with suitable holes
cut out ran across the back wall of this “men‟s room” and, if the topography permitted,
the whole of the space would have extended over a stream so that waste was carried
down-current. Straw or hay would have been kept in the block to serve as the medieval
version of toilet paper.
An area adjacent to the chapter house may have been designated as the library,
although the space may have amounted to nothing more than a book cupboard or chest,
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depending on the size of the community‟s holdings. In larger and wealthier monasteries
of the later period, a library could hold as many as a few hundred volumes, but such an
abundance of number would have been unusual, particularly in the early centuries of the
period. Cassiodorus at his Italian monastery at Vivarium was known to have had two
hundred volumes, and this would have been an extraordinary number for an average
monastery to have collected, although given Cassiodorus‟ mission to create a learning
center for monks that included the widest possible variety of classical and sacred
learning, at Vivarium such a number may have simply reflected a difference in aim. In
the next century in Spain, the encyclopedist Isidore (560-636), the archbishop of Seville,
managed to collect an even greater number of volumes for much the same reason. But it
is worth keeping in mind that from the time of Augustine‟s arrival in 597 to the year
1000, before the monastic “golden age” when the Church underwent a terrific period of
expansion in the number of its monasteries, there were only somewhere between thirtyfive and fifty houses throughout Britain. By 1200, however, that number had increased
ten-fold to about five hundred communities (De Hamel, 1986, p. 85). Even after so
significant an increase, however, at that time all of the books in Britain counted together
would have numbered only as many as what might have been held in one of today‟s small
town libraries.
The western complex of buildings in the enclosure were set out to accommodate
commerce with the rest of the world and may have included such facilities as the abbot‟s
private quarters, the cellarer‟s storehouse, one or more guesthouses, and perhaps even a
parlor where visitors could be met or traders and merchants selling supplies could
transact their business. Residences for the conversi or lay brethren were typically located
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along the western boundary, and as we noted from the St. Gall plan, those houses,
workshops, outbuildings, and stables could be highly specialized and extensive,
depending on the size and diversity of the precinct.
As multi-functional and diverse in human activity as the monastic precinct could
be, it is also clear that as a facility its layout, buildings, and operational capacities
reflected the Benedictine ethic of humanity, hospitality, and compassion and provided the
monks‟ community with both the means to serve the world as well as the amenities
necessary to sustain those who served it, on the whole, so unselfishly. The Benedictine
way demanded much of the individual soldier of Christ, but the “regulated life” that was
reflected in the physical attributes of the enclosure also gave back much in return to the
individual committed to its rigors and joys—and to the society benefitting from the
humanizing influences of the best of its moral, spiritual, and intellectual examples.
The Life and the Value of Text. Pope Gregory had just completed his Dialogues
a mere three or four years before Augustine left for Britain in 597, and even in that short
time, Gregory‟s account of Benedict‟s life, which appears in Book II of that work, had
already become widely read. Its primary purpose was didactic, but it was also
nationalistic in its intent to restore the collective spirit of Italy after a century of
dissolution under Ostrogothic occupation, the ravages of the plague, and Justinian‟s bid
to recover Rome from the barbarians. By showcasing the heroism of the Italian ascetics
of the early sixth century, Gregory was laying claim to the same ascetic heritage that had
already been appropriated by Egypt, beginning with Athanasius‟ Life of Anthony.
Gregory‟s Life of Benedict was crafted in the genre of earlier hagiographies in order to

167

highlight Benedict‟s power as a worker of miracles and to promote his cult as a saint
(Lawrence, 1984, p. 18).
While Gregory‟s account of Benedict‟s life provides little in the way of hard
historical fact or chronology and mentions the composition of his Rule for Monks merely
one time, the power of the story as a model for monastic life emanates from two themes
that had already been established in the literature of the Desert Fathers. The first was the
performance of prophecy and miracles, and in Gregory‟s account there are accorded 38
chapters, nearly one chapter for each miraculous event. These miracles include the raising
of deceased children, the moving of an immovable stone, and the bringing forth of a
spring from the rock at the top of a mountain. Only two chapters describe other than the
miraculous or supernatural: Chapter 2 recounts Benedict‟s mortification of carnal desire
by casting himself naked onto “thick briers and nettle bushes,” and Chapter 36, which is
just two sentences long, mentions the composition of the Rule.
The second theme is introduced via Gregory‟s Prologue. It is the familiar motif of
renunciation: Benedict, a young man of Nursia, rejects the “dissolute and lewd life” of
the city, harkens to the counsels of perfection, puts aside his wealth, his family ties, and
in this case, his studies, and “with a resolute mind only to serve God” seeks in the desert
some isolated place “where he might attain to the desire of his holy purpose.” We may
recall a similar pattern in the life of St. Anthony, sans the issue of scholarship. While
couched in the familiar terms of Christ‟s advice to the rich young man in the Gospel
narratives and in the hagiographic conventions of the lives of the Desert Fathers, there is
also something new in the story of Benedict‟s renunciation of the world. Where learning
was eschewed in the culture of the early solitaries as vainglory—certainly Athanasius
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makes no mention of young Anthony engaged in studies before his renunciation of his
parents‟ wealth and privilege—Benedict is a student. The detail is important because his
status as a scholar adds a new twist to a familiar pattern, one that is made more intriguing
by Gregory‟s particular phrasing [my italics]:
[Benedict] was born in the province of Nursia, of honourable parentage,
and brought up at Rome in the study of humanity. But for as much as he
saw many by reason of such learning to fall to dissolute and lewd life, he
drew back his foot, which he had as it were now set forth into the world,
lest, entering too far in acquaintance therewith, he likewise might have
fallen into that dangerous and godless gulf: wherefore, giving over his
book, and forsaking his father's house and wealth, with a resolute mind
only to serve God, he sought for some place, where he might attain to the
desire of his holy purpose: and in this sort he departed, instructed with
learned ignorance, and furnished with unlearned wisdom. (Dialogues,
Book II, Prologue)
Leclercq (1961) has pointed out the enormous influence of Gregory in his study of these
twin themes that came to define and guide the progress of Benedictine monastic culture,
namely “the love of learning and the desire for God,”4 or more precisely, grammar (the
study of letters) and spirituality. Gregory‟s phrasing concerning studies and learning in
the Prologue of the Life of Benedict is in keeping with the author‟s own admiration of the
mystic qualities of eastern monachism as well as his penchant for the literary, in this case,
in his couching of the ideas of the monastic commitment in dialectical terms. According
to Leclercq, “. . . Gregory loves this poetic vocabulary, this paradoxical language, so
suitable for expressing the realities of the mystical life” (p. 39). More importantly,
Gregory‟s phrasing reflects above all what would become Benedictine theology. In the
words of Leclercq (1961):
All Benedictine tradition was to be made in the image of St. Benedict‟s
life: scienter nescius et sapienter indoctus. It was to embrace the teaching
4

The phrase supplies the very title of his study.
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of learned ignorance, to be nurtured by it and to transmit, recall and keep
it alive face to face with the cultural activity of the Church, as an
inevitable paradox. (p. 15)
It is this riddling puzzle of monastic culture, itself, that seems to be the essence of the
Benedictine way, the centerpiece of western monastic culture for more than fifteen
hundred years.
Because the Benedictine attitude about studies, reading, and secular knowledge is
important to our understanding of these intellectual pursuits, especially as they relate to
the principal occupation in the monastery of producing and reproducing those texts that
enabled them, it is important to understand how intellectual studies fit into the
overarching Benedictine theology, and how those two apparent contradictions between
love of learning and love of God are reconciled within the consecrated life. Why and
how, as Gregory has told us of Benedict, is the “study of humanity” a cause of a “fall to
dissolute and lewd life”? And why and how in “giving over his book” to take up the
evangelical counsels is Benedict “instructed with learned ignorance” and “furnished with
unlearned wisdom”? How does the culture of learning and the exaltation of letters that is
part of the Benedictine tradition align within a monastic life that is fully consecrated to
God?
The answers to these questions lie in recognizing that, above all, the Benedictine
tradition insists on the primacy of the desire for God as the overwhelming purpose of the
Christian life, just as was true for the desert ascetics. As prescribed by Benedictine Rule,
that life is to represent a balance among reading, work, and prayer, but the desire for God
that compels the spiritual journey towards the perfected self subordinates all other
pursuits, and even circumscribes them. For the monastic, that desire is predicated on
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withdrawal from the world and the sin that is pervasive in that world. The stepwise
progression from detachment, to self-denial, to discipline of the ego and the sensate self,
to spiritual readiness, and to experiential knowledge of God, involves a sequential
emptying out of the self through progressive levels of humility. To be aware of the
condition of man in the world and his relation with God is to recognize that human
condition as a consequence of Original Sin. Egotism and pride of life are the
consequences of a clouded vision that obscures man‟s true aim, which is reconciliation
with God. The lust of the flesh and the disorder of the senses are the result of imbalance
and disquiet in the soul that prevents harmony among mind, body, and spirit. To feel the
need to detach from the material and social world is at once to experience the true
condition of human life and to be conscious of the need for God; to renounce the world in
consequence is to experience humility. Subordinating one‟s will to the abbot is to deny
the self by subverting one‟s own ego; that, too, is humility. To discipline the senses by
submitting to a prescribed round of daily living activities, fasting, and manual labor, is
also humility. And to read, meditate, pray, and contemplate—with the full engagement of
the mind, body, and soul—is also humility, but of a higher sort. With each stepwise
advance in humility, the longing for God, or compunction, grows (Leclercq, 1961, pp.
37-38). As compunction empties out the self, the capacity for receiving God increases in
accord with “the spiritual flight which counteracts our heaviness; on wings, and with the
plumage of an eagle, one must rise, must thrust oneself up toward God, seek Him, and
hasten toward Him.” (39). Here again, in the words of Gregory, are the terms of the
anchorite‟s spiritual journey revisited, but the Benedictine way depends upon prayer that
is predicated on text, in a way it was not for the Christian hermits of an earlier age.
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Too, prayer depends upon meditation, which, in turn, depends upon the written
word, for as Leclercq (1961) elaborates, “there is no meditation without text” (p. 21).
Text and the meditation of the ideas in text further depend upon a special kind of reading
that requires full engagement by the body, the mind, and the spirit. But in the first place,
to engage with text requires one simply to be able to read and comprehend words and
sentences. As Leclercq explains, the Rule specifies nothing about intellectual work or
monastic studies because Benedict presumes monks to be educated:
The fundamental fact that stands out in this domain is that one of the
principal occupations of the monk is the lectio divina, which includes
meditation: meditari aut legere. Consequently, one must, in the
monastery, possess books, know how to write them and read them, and
therefore, if it be necessary, learn how to read. (p. 16)
Beyond the principal obligation to participate in the Opus Dei and read the sacred texts,
practical necessity as well required the ability to read and write. The daily activities of the
monastery depended on a variety of business documentation ranging from the cellarer‟s
lists of inventory, to the abbot‟s accounts of monies received and expended, to letters sent
to the local court and other monasteries, as well as to reproductions of manuscripts
copied for the nobility, other houses, and even for sale outside the monastery (Lawrence,
1984, p. 103).
While nothing of a school is mentioned in the Rule, such an internal institution is
generally supposed within the monastery, especially since the majority of new recruits to
the life came from child oblates, given by their families as gifts to the monasteries. Bede
was one of such offerings by his own family, though we have no evidence of his family‟s
social status (Ward, 2002, p. 3). These young male children would have come into the
community at about the age of seven or eight and remained there for a lifetime as monks.
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In the early centuries of Christianization in Britain, the child-oblates came from poor
families, but as the conversion throughout the country progressed, most of the pueri came
to be the sons of nobility. For the elite families, placement in the cloister allowed them to
provide “a living” for “surplus male children, who could not be adequately set up in land
without a dangerous diminution of the dynastic estate (Lawrence, 1984, p. 63).
Benedict‟s Rule provides for their acceptance, whether from high or low estate: The
parents make the vows on behalf of their son, wrap his hand in a sacramental cloth to
symbolize the offering, and provide both a formal document promising the child‟s
“stability, fidelity to monastic life, and obedience” (Rule, Ch. 58, p. 56) along with
whatever gifts were appropriate to the station of the family. The practice is difficult for
parents in our age to comprehend for seeming so dispassionate, but it is important to
remember that the medieval centuries were a period of violence, brutality, and disease;
the Church was, relatively speaking, the only safe haven for anyone living in that age,
and for one who was disposed to an intellectual life and possessed of humanitarian
sensibilities, to be admitted there as a novitiate was to be guaranteed some degree of
protection from the vicissitudes of a barbarous world. Even so, of course, such a
severance from one‟s family and perhaps even from one‟s native language and country
were not easy, especially for the young as evidenced in the account provided by Orderic
Vitalis, a twelfth century child-oblate born near Shrewsbury, near Shropshire, who was
presented as a gift to the monastery of St. Evroul in Normandy when he was just ten
years old. Speaking of his father, Orederic writes:
Weeping, he gave me, a weeping child, into the care of the monk
Reginald, and sent me away into exile for love and never saw me again.
And I, a mere boy did not presume to oppose my father‟s wishes, but I
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obeyed him willingly in all things, for he promised me in Thy name that if
I became a monk I should taste the joys of Paradise with the Innocents
after my death. (as cited in Kerr, 2009, p. 31)
We can easily appreciate the universality of the feelings attaching to severance from kith
and kin at such an early age. If there was pain in parting, however, there was generally
love and sanctuary within the monastic enclosure, and for children of the nobility, there
was also the assurance of a respectable life lived among peers of similar social rank. As a
smaller society within the monastery, the pueri would have taken part in the divine
offices as members of the choir and otherwise participated in the daily round of life under
the supervision of a number of masters. They would have been taught the scriptures as
well as grammatica and so would have been provided with an education that included
exposure to many of the classical secular texts. No doubt the writing instruments of stylus
and tablet mentioned in Chapter 55 of the Rule as part of the inventory of “all things
necessary” to daily work and living were as useful in the school for these young boys as
they would have been to the older monks engaged in book production. In 679 or 680,
Bede himself began his life as a monastic at Wearmouth-Jarrow, and ultimately as the
venerable historian, scholar, and Doctor of the Church, in precisely this way. 5

5

The little that is known of Bede‟s own life comes from his own writings, and those details are
few. His own sparse account of himself in Book V, Chapter 24, of his Ecclesiastical History notes the
significant events of his life as being his entry into monachism at Wearmouth at age seven and his
ordination as a deacon and then later as a priest at ages nineteen and thirty, respectively. In his own words,
Bede tells us:
“I was born in the territory of this monastery. When I was seven years of age I was, by the care of my
kinsmen, put into the charge of the reverend Abbot Benedict [Biscop] and then of Ceolfrith, to be educated. From then
on I have spent all my life in this monastery, applying myself entirely to the study of the Scriptures; and, amid the
observance of the discipline of the Rule and the daily task of singing in the church, it has always been my delight to
learn or to teach or two write. At the age of nineteen I was ordained deacon and at the age of thirty, priest, both times
through the ministration of the reverend Bishop John on the direction of Abbot Ceolfrith. From the time I became a
priest until the fifty-ninth year of my life I have made it my business . . . to make brief extracts from the works of the
venerable fathers on the holy Scriptures, or to add notes of my own to clarify their sense and interpretation. . . . “ (p.
293).
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While the requirement for reading and writing was fundamental for the instruction
of child oblates and the everyday business activities of the monastery, grammatica was
also required for the correct interpretation and understanding of the sacred texts, all of
which depended upon a mastery of Latin grammar and a literary appreciation of letters.
As the foundational course to logical analysis and cultural literacy, grammatica included
instruction in the arts of grammar and literature, as we understand those terms, and relied
on the writings of classical orators and historians, but above all, on the poets of Greece
and Rome as exemplars. Learning grammatica in Benedict‟s age meant learning not only
how to decipher and apprehend the words (in terms of spelling and grammatical
structure) but to comprehend deeply the meaning of the text, overall. And even though
the secular texts were considered profane for their mythology and paganism,
understanding them fully and in terms of their literary value was essential to the
monastery‟s ability to provide accurate copies of the most valuable manuscripts as well
as to explicate and fully apprehend the meaning of the sacred texts. In this way, and as
was true in Celtic monasticism, religious studies in the Benedictine tradition are
inseparable from secular studies, for the literary knowledge of the secular enables the
literary appreciation of the sacred. And this level of fine-tuned sensibility is an essential
precondition to the unique kind of reading that was required for the intellectual
understanding of scripture as well as the experience of it as transcendence.
In the Benedictine tradition, then, the desire for God is always paramount and
therefore subordinates all other pursuits to it, but knowledge that transcends the merely
intellectual way of knowing must be pursued within the larger spiritual journey that
requires compunction and humility. For the Benedictines, true knowledge is only possible
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when it is undertaken pursuant to the desire for God and the love of Christ. It is this
desire and love that circumscribe the pursuit of secular learning, for only in this way is
that learning perfected towards a moral and spiritual good. As we will see a bit later, the
same will hold true concerning the performance of manual labor. But for now, this
explanation takes us back to the question we asked of Gregory‟s paradoxical phrasing
concerning Benedict‟s renunciation of the world and the setting aside of his studies.
Benedict is said to have “drawn back his foot” from the world of student life in Rome
because through compunction—the act of God in us that awakens the soul to the need of
Him—Benedict recognized that purely intellectual pursuits undertaken outside of the
“active life” are vainglory and therefore predispose us to “fall to dissolute and lewd life.”
In stepping back from “that dangerous and godless gulf,” Benedict embraces humility in
“giving over his book, and forsaking his father‟s house and wealth.” In these early steps
of detachment from the material, social, and intellectual world of Rome, he begins to
empty out the self. Through humility, compunction is increased, so Benedict withdraws
as a solitary to serve God as a different self, “instructed with learned ignorance” and
“furnished with unlearned wisdom.” “Learned ignorance” is the setting aside of the
purely intellectual, pursued outside the sphere of desire and love; “unlearned wisdom” is
the response to the awakening of the soul as it is recalled to God. As we can now see, the
reconciliation of the paradox described by Leclercq (1961) between the love of learning
and the desire for God is to recognize these seemingly contradictory impulses not as
separate but as one: the love of learning contained within and circumscribed by the
“active life” that leads the soul back to its first estate in union with God.
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Text as Spiritual Immersion: Lectio Divina. So far, in practical terms we have
discussed how secular studies are required for the learning of grammatica and litteratura
for two purposes: First, for the sake of practical reading and writing in support of the
everyday business of the monastery, and second, in order to access the full meaning of
sacred texts. But we have not yet examined the special kind of reading that is unique to
monastic culture and which enables a transcendent experience in the interaction with
scripture. While this unique activity defines the principal focus of monastic life, it also
suggests something important about the highest and most elite form of manual labor in
the monastery: The production and reproduction of hand-copied manuscripts. As I will
argue in the pages ahead, in the ideal the copying of sacred letters by the human hand
depends on a fully engaged reading of text, meaning that body, mind, and spirit are called
to service in the performance of that labor.
But that argument is predicated on the understanding of all that is involved in the
meanings of lectio and meditari in the terms that Leclercq (1961) has set out in his
discussion of lectio divina, or spiritual reading. While lectio divina as an interactive
method of combining the reading of scripture with meditation, prayer, and contemplation
in order to promote communion with God and thereby increase one‟s knowledge of God
continues to be encouraged today even among the laity, Leclercq explains that the
practice is founded on the terms lectio and meditari, the meanings of which were retained
from antiquity into the medieval period and there expanded in order to articulate the goals
of spiritual reading. The writings of the early Christian scholar and theologian Origen
(184/5—253/4) are the source of the tradition of scriptural reflection in the Church
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(Studzinski, 2010, pp. 29-30) , but it was Benedict in the sixth century who established
lectio divina as a necessary and daily component of monastic life.
As Leclercq (1961) explains, secular usage of both the terms legere and lectio
assumes a body-active, fully engaged, conversive, reading of the text. As was the case in
antiquity as well as during the early centuries of the medieval period, to read a text meant
pronouncing the words on the page aloud, with the lips and inside the mouth. While
reading is by necessity a visual experience for the reader, well into the medieval period it
was primarily an aural experience, and words on a page were processed in the mind
principally through the reader‟s hearing of the sounds or phonemes that constituted the
word. This point is of greater consequence than is evident at first consideration, and it is
important to remember that in the history of literacy and the growth of knowledge in the
world, most of the people alive in the Middle Ages could not read. The experience of text
in the first place was limited primarily to an educated elite, and most people had no idea
of symbols on a page signifying sounds that could be combined into pronounced words.
Textuality and literate cognition of the world were experiences that the vast majority of
people had never had. For those who depended on orality rather than literacy to
comprehend human experience outside of the self, thinking and contemplation depended
exclusively upon the oral traditions of song and story. Simply put, as the well-known
scholarship of Walter Ong (1982) has made clear, the non-literate brain is fundamentally
different from the literate brain. Not only is the experience of the world profoundly
different for the illiterate individual of an oral culture but also the collective knowledge
of that society is accordingly limited—by the capacity of individuals to remember and
retain information, by the time required to convey it, and by the number of hearers
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available to receive it. In comparison, of course, a literate society preserves, increases,
and transmits its collective knowledge through texts.
For the literate individual in the monastery, however, reading as an aural
experience meant an experience with text that was decidedly different from the solitary
and silent one we take for granted today. The difference in experience is one of the major
points of Paul Saenger‟s 1997 study of the link between the origins of silent reading and
the practice of word separation that was carried out by Irish scribes in the seventh and
eighth centuries as they copied from scrolls and codices originally composed in scriptura
continua, that is:
scripturacontinuaisscriptthatiscopiedwithnospacesinbetweenlikethisamonkreadingtextwoul
dhavetodiscernbothwordsandsentencessincepunctuationwaspracticallynonexistantatthetime

Although more will be said about word separation later on, for now it is important to
recognize that for the literate reader of the medieval period reading with voice, mouth,
tongue, lips, and finally, his or her own ears, text was merely supplemental to speech in
the sense that writing on a page provided just the prompt, the indication of what would be
actualized by the voice, serving only as a kind of “word map” for speaking the text that
carried its meaning “in the air,” as it were, before releasing its meaning by breaking upon
the human ear. For the early medieval reader, reading either by projecting aloud or
murmuring in a hushed whisper, the locus of engagement with the text was not
experienced at the quiet intersections among print, page, eye, and mind, but rather at
those more clamorous crossings among print, page, eye, voice, ear, and mind, where text
is merely ancillary to an acoustic event. As twenty-first-century readers, we might well
argue that the experience of silent reading is in many ways a richer experience for being a
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private one, but readings aloud performed throughout the day in a Benedictine monastery
of the early Middle Ages were (and still are in the Church today) an essential element of
community in conducting the divine offices of the Opus Dei and in unifying the brethren
in the shared experience of God‟s Word and presence.
Certainly, whether reading aloud for the benefit of others or reading in a low
voice in order to preserve the rule of silence, lectio was a demanding activity for the
individual. Cognitively, lectio involved at least four processes: First, a visual process of
deciphering letters so as to discern discrete words from long series of letters; second, an
oral process of pronouncing the words; third, an aural process of sorting phonemes into
words; and fourth, the intellectual process of constructing meaning from the concepts and
ideas signified by the spoken words. Lectio was physically exacting, too, and as Leclercq
(1961) explains, was looked upon as a bodily exercise on par with walking or running
that, “like chant and writing, require[d] the participation of the whole body and the whole
mind” (p. 19). While reading in near silence apart from the rest of the community was not
a daily requirement under Benedictine rule, full engagement with the text in lectio divina
certainly required true disconnection from everything other than the written word.
Although the practice of reading aloud either to oneself or to others began in
antiquity, Leclercq (1961) explains that the associated notion of meditatio was
particularly suited to the kind of reading that was necessary to the consecrated life in
comprehending the meaning of sacred texts and engaging with the Word of God in
spiritual communion (p. 18). The practice of lectio divina borrowed from the secular
world the idea of studied reading in order to “learn by heart,” though it afforded much
more to the monastic reader than either the mere acquisition of knowledge or even
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concentrated analysis. To read, to pronounce the words, to meditate on what is spoken is
to allow the mouth to appropriate the divine voice of the pages and thereby own the
meaning for oneself, so where engagement with the divine is achieved through the
subliminal joy and ultimate transparency of the text, the reader is transformed and
uplifted. To “learn by heart” in this way is to allow the mouth to meditate both the beauty
and the wisdom of the Word:
Os justi meditabitur sapientiam.6 In certain texts, that will mean only a
“murmur” reduced to the minimum, an inner murmur, purely spiritual. But
always the original meaning is at least intended: to pronounce the sacred
words in order to retain them, both the audible reading and the exercise of
memory and reflection which it precedes are involved. To speak, to think,
to remember, are the three necessary phases of the same activity. To
express what one is thinking and to repeat it enables one to imprint it on
one‟s mind (p. 21)
To recreate the sacred texts through personal ownership of them in this way, therefore,
requires not only the whole body engagement required by the secular meanings of lectio
and meditatio, but also the spiritual act of prayer following the meditative fixing of the
text into the body, heart, and mind. Prayer as experience of the love of God and the peace
of Christ then opens up further possibility of apprehension of the sacred, realized finally
in contemplation.
Lectio divina then requires four movements in order to engage “by heart” with the
true intellectual meaning of the text, with its cosmological relation with the Mind of
Christ a lá John 1:1,7 and with its beauty and peace as a spiritual illumination of the Word
that is one and the same as God. The ascent towards the apprehension of the sublime
through lectio divina proceeds along four stages: Reading (lectio), meditation (meditatio),

6
7

Informally translated, the sentence reads: “The mouth sets out the knowledge in meditation.”
John 1:1. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”
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prayer (oratio), and contemplation (contemplatio). First, the words of the text are read
slowly and deliberately as the mind studies the meaning of the holy words; second, the
studied meaning is meditated, intuited, and engaged in a personal relation as the monk
opens mind, heart, and spirit to the potential fullness of the text‟s meaning; third, in
prayer the reader embraces a yearning to unlock the mystery of the text by invoking the
peace and love of Christ as keys to apprehension; and fourth, in contemplation the reader
lifts the heart towards the sweetness of Heaven and the joy of God‟s illumination. While
these “rungs of the spiritual ladder”8 were not formalized as a distinct method of spiritual
reading until six centuries after Benedict, the words of the twelfth-century mystic John of
the Cross, paraphrasing Matthew 7:79, deftly summarize the progressive layers of
spiritual immersion of lectio divina: “Seek in reading and you will find in meditation;
knock in prayer and it will be opened to you in contemplation‖ (Cunningham & Egan,
1996, pp. 88-94). In this last stage, the reader is afforded what Guigo II referred to as “the
gift of quiet stillness in the presence of God” (p. 38) although, it must be added, in the
midst of a very crowded community.
Quiet stillness in the cloister was not a requirement for lectio divina, although
reading apart from others afforded some advantage in being somewhat free of
distractions, a practice that was recommended in later centuries by the Archbishop of
Canterbury, St. Anselm (d. 1109). However, concern for the preservation of silence and
the introspection that was required for spiritual reading was one of the reasons for

8

According to Cunningham, Lawrence, and Egan (1996), the twelfth-century Carthusian monk
and prior of Grand Chartreuse, Guigo II, was the first to set out a method for lectio divina in his The Ladder
of Monks (pp. 38-39).
9
Matthew 7:7: “Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be
opened unto you.”
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Benedict‟s rule of silence; therefore, under the Rule, monks who wished to read privately
were expected to “do so, but without disturbing the others” (Ch. 48, p. 47) During the two
hours each day between “the fourth hour until the time of Sext” (10:00 a.m.—noon) that
the Rule set out for quiet reading, generally the brethren gathered at the appointed hour in
the cloisters together and so performed each one his lectio communally, but in the words
of Anselm, “mentally withdrawn into the secret chamber of his soul”(as cited in Kerr,
2009, p. 178). We can easily imagine that such focus was necessary if only for one‟s
personal privacy within the enclosure, but it was equally imperative to the success of
spiritual reading, and it was this psychological retreat into the quiet center of the mind
that allowed the monks of the medieval period to know and experience the texts they read
with immersive intimacy.
Text as Spiritual Artistry: Transcriptio Divina. As much as lectio divina
required holistic engagement with sacred words, by the same token, as a form of manual
labor par excellence, the act of copying required a similar kind of immersion experience
in the text—as well as a whole-hearted moral and spiritual investment in the final result.
Churchmen who understood the value of books to the progress of knowledge and
spiritual salvation recognized that the work of scribes was of greater consequence than
that of a single act of copying at a specific time and place. A contemporary of Benedict,
Cassiodorus (480-585) was one of such men who understood the toll that invasion and
war had taken on the collective knowledge of the western world. After his public service
in Rome as a statesman under the Ostrogoth king Theodoric, sometime after 550
Cassiodorus retired to his family estate in southeastern Italy near Scylletium (on the east
coast of Calabria) to found his own monastery, Vivarium, meaning “place of life,” and
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probably named for the fish ponds that made up part of the monastery grounds. In an
effort to preserve the knowledge, literature, and sacred writing that had been so far
recorded, Cassiodorus compiled his own history of mankind to the year 519 by
excerpting the most important information and narratives he could find from existing
texts. In addition, he wrote in 562 a two-fold program of studies for monks entitled
Institutiones Divinarum et Saecularium Litterarum that set out the titles and the order of
works that should be included in the study of scripture as well as the seven liberal arts:
dialectic, rhetoric, and grammar, known as the Trivium; and astronomy, music,
arithmetic, and geometry, known as the Quadrivium. The purpose of studying the
classical authors, he knew, was as a necessity to enabling a deeper understanding of the
sacred Scriptures (Lawrence, 1984, p. 31). Cassiodorus‟ program, while important as an
example of reconciling early monasticism‟s suspicion of the secular texts with their
necessity in advancing Christian scholarship, however, never established itself as a model
for monastic studies, and perhaps because of this lack of currency in the age that
followed, his contribution has been generally relegated to footnotes in histories of
monasticism and has therefore been somewhat understated. Despite the effectual selfcontainment of Cassiodorus‟ program and even though Benedict‟s Rule does not specify
secular reading in the daily requirement, the standard Latin grammars of Donatus and
Priscian would have been instrumental in the teaching of grammatica to the child oblates,
and those grammars provided as instructional texts selections from the Latin poets.
Whether viewed with suspicion as pagan literature or read as a means of instruction in the
language arts, the orators, philosophers, and poets of the classical period would have had
their place on the shelves, in the cupboards, or in the armari (a small chest for books) of
184

the monastery. As much as Cassiodorus recognized the critical need for texts as a
knowledge bridge between the generations, he also understood their import in the
education of competent scribes, because he knew that the work of copying involved far
more than the mere retracing of letters.
In Chapter 30 of his Institutiones, Cassiodores exhorts the scribes of Vivarium to
take care to ensure that they copy from their exemplars faithfully “to avoid mixing the
great good” of scribal work “with faulty words by altering letters” or with errors
introduced by the “uneducated corrector” who “[does] not know how to correct errors.”
The remedy for such “dark ignorance,” according to Cassiodorus, is for the scribes to
“read the ancient orthographers, i.e., Velius Longus, Curtius Valerianus, Papirianus, and
Adamantius Martyrius . . .” so that errors can be avoided and confusion in readers
prevented. Cassiodorus explains that in copying excerpts of the grammar and spelling
rules from these classical authorities, he has been able to provide “a means of
emendation” for the scribes “in a separate compilation called Proper Spelling.” From a
modern point of view, such a compilation would seem to amount to nothing less than a
desk reference for monastic editors, an authoritative guide to spelling, grammar, and
pronunciation10 that we might be inclined to think of as The Vivarium Manual of Style.
Such a systematic approach to manuscript reproduction was necessary because
truth, accuracy, and fidelity to the original texts were crucial to the betterment of
mankind, according to the view from Vivarium as expressed in the Institutiones. Through

10

Cassiodorus recommends the orthographers already mentioned for spelling, but in addition
supplies “Eutyches on aspiration” and “Focas on the distinctions in gender,” reflecting his concern for
scribes‟ proper pronunciation of the words in exemplar texts, important when dictation was used in the
Vivarium scriptorium, as well as his concern for their knowledge of grammar, important in ensuring
accurate recognition and transcription of Latin nouns and their suffixes.
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correct copying, the scribe “multiplies the heavenly words” and “spreads the beneficial
teachings of the Lord far and wide . . . .” Such a momentous result over so extensive a
human field suggests an extraordinary power of influence from so small a point of light,
an agency of effect that may have been unprecedented in human history up to that time.
Laboring in solitude in a fixed place, Cassiodorus continues, the scribe “travels through
different regions by the dissemination of his work; his work is read in holy places; the
people hear how they may turn from evil purposes and serve the Lord purely; he does his
work apart from his work.” To copy with fidelity is “to preach to men with the hand, to
set free tongues with one‟s fingers and in silence to give mankind salvation . . .” It is
important to bear in mind here that the power of the scribal pen lay in faithful replication
of text rather than authorship of original works, for in consistent and accurate
reproduction of authoritative manuscripts the benefit to the world is two-fold: Not only is
humankind uplifted but also evil is subdued whenever divine words are made copious. To
copy, therefore, is, in the words of Cassiodorus,
. . . to fight with pen and ink against the unlawful snares of the devil. For
Satan receive[s] as many wounds as the scribe writes words of the Lord. . .
O sight most glorious to those who consider it well! With moving pen he
writes the heavenly words and transforms the reed with which the devil
struck at the Lord‟s head during the passion into an instrument to destroy
his guile. (Ch. 30).
Has any other human occupation ever been accorded such power, influence, and loftiness
all at the same time? Among all his contemporaries, including Benedict, himself, it may
be that Cassiodorus understood most clearly just how far reaching, if not exponential—
for good or for ill—the work of manuscript production was, particularly for an age whose
textual inheritance had been so decimated through the loss of its greatest libraries and
many of its most extensive private collections. To be sure, the abbot of Vivarium made
186

the connection between the crucial importance of textual inheritance in the advance of
human knowledge, culture, and redemption—and the scribe‟s “professional” editorial
obligation to preserve it through “continuing education,” meticulous attention to the
details of copying, and conscientious care for legibility, accuracy, consistency, and
fidelity to the original.
More to the point of our interest in the ways that monastic culture informs the
working world of the individual scribe, however, in the Institutiones Cassiodorus also
shares his insight concerning what may be the earliest articulation of the monastic work
ethic as applied to the scribal art. We have already discussed the moral value of excellent
copying in terms of its moral consequences, that is, the advancement of human
knowledge that depends on texts and the general improvement of society that comes from
teaching people to “turn from evil purposes.” We have also noted the spiritual value of
excellent copying in terms of its redemptive consequences for humanity. But what of the
investment in the work by the individual scribe? It is on this side of manuscript
production and reproduction that Cassiodorus points the way in locating the work ethic of
the monastic scribe, for it is in the scribe‟s moral, spiritual, and personal outlay in the recreation of holy words on fresh pages that we can find both the Benedictine “sufficient
pattern of discipline” and “the quiet stillness in the presence of God” that are the
epicenter of that experience.
A particular insight from Chapter 30 of Cassiodorus‟ Institutiones is important for
identifying the moral and spiritual components that make up, in part, the experiential
ideal in copying. While the physical component is not addressed in Cassiodorus‟
description of the work, copying as manual labor is covered generally under Benedictine
187

rule. More specifically, the physical aspect of copying would eventually be covered in
some detail by those who actually did the work, not surprisingly, and we will see later on
in the colophons the monastic scribes left behind just how vivid the subject of bodily
labor was for those who put pen to parchment hour after hour and day after day. Apart
from the physical effort required to produce a faithful copy of a manuscript, however, the
central moral imperative in copying is accuracy, and as we have already noted,
Cassiodorus sees that accuracy being dependent upon a proper education in the Trivium,
access to authoritative textual references as a means of consistent emendation, and even
such other innovations of “tech support” as an oil lamp11 and a water clock12 “so that the
soldiers of Christ, reminded by certain signs, may be called to carry on the divine work as
though by the sound of trumpets.” But the correctness or truth of the copy depends upon
something else as well, and that is the goodness of intent with which the work is carried
out. In Cassiodorus‟ view, that intent is characterized by the “happy purpose” that
informs the scribe‟s goal in taking up the work and the “praiseworthy zeal” with which it
is performed and brought to fruition. Of course, neither the purpose nor the passion
11

“We have also had self-fueling mechanical lights made for study at night which maintain their
bright flames. They fully maintain a copious abundance of bright rich light without human attention. In
them the rich oil does not fail, although they burn continuously with a bright flame” (Ch. 30, Institutiones).
Not only does the new lamp increase the accuracy of the transcription by improving the scribe‟s ability to
read from the exemplar text clearly, but Cassiodorus‟ new technology affords an extension in the working
hours of the scriptorium, perhaps affording both the opportunity for increased production as well as
“breaks” in the otherwise six-hour workday that was constrained by the availability of natural light.
12
“We have not allowed you to be ignorant in any way of the measurement of time which was
invented for the great use of the human race. I have, therefore, provided a clock for you . . . which
continually indicates the number of the hours by day and night, because on those days when the brightness
of the sun is missing, the water traces marvelously on earth the course that the fiery power of the sun runs
on its path above. Thus, things which are divided in nature, men‟s art has made to run together; in these
devices [the oil lamp, the sundial, and the water clock] the trustworthiness of events stands with such truth
that their harmonious function seems to be arranged by messengers” (Ch. 30, Institutiones). The water
clock, like the oil lamp, affords those working in the scriptorium at Vivarium the new ability, perhaps, to
build into their work day short rest periods, but also the opportunity to estimate an hourly rate of
manuscript production for each copy. Both the technologies of lamp and clock would offer the workplace
of the scriptorium two new “discrete data” that could have facilitated management of production.
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fueling the labor of copying may spring from vainglory, self-aggrandizement, pride, or
“the urging of desire,” but rather together they should comprise “a virtuous pursuit”
undertaken in humility from which the scribe “can grasp the recompense from so many
good works.”
For the individual scribe, not only are the rewards of copying compounded by the
truth and excellence of copies that work exponential good for the benefit of humanity, but
in making copious the words of God, the scribe‟s reward in heaven is made equally so.
The glory is greater still, according to Cassiodorus, because copying is also a creative act
that reflects the divine (my italics):
A man multiplies the heavenly words and, if I may speak in a comparative
sense, he writes with three fingers what the excellence of the holy Trinity
speaks. O sight most glorious to those who consider it well! . . . It also
adds to their glory that they seem to imitate the action of the Lord who
wrote his law (though this is only stated figuratively) by the movement of
his omnipotent finger (Exodus 31:18 etc.). Many things indeed can be said
of this outstanding art, but it is enough to say that they are called scribes
who serve the balance and justice of God. (Ch. 30, Institutiones)
In man‟s three fingers then, are channeled the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost as the
Word that was and is one and the same as God is [re]created on each new blank page.
Just as God “gave unto Moses . . . on Mount Sinai, two tables of testimony, tables of
stone, written with the finger of God” (Exodus 31:18), the scribe imitates with the
movement of his three fingers and pen the act of the First Author. With the completion of
each manuscript, he repeats in the “publication” of parchment the original act of the
“giving” of text that God performed with stone.
Not only does copying imitate the creative act of text giving by God, but its
practical realities necessarily afford the scribe the opportunity to add something of his
own stamp on the new words transcribed. As Drogin (1980) has said of calligraphy
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practiced even today, “It is the written letter, molded by one‟s concept of ultimate grace
and perfect balance, a personal artistic expression as unique as the lines on the fingertips
with which one holds the pen. It places one‟s soul at the tip of the pen for all to see” (p.
3). For the monastic scribe copying the sacred, the text that results is an offspring of the
original made in imitation of the divine act of giving the text, but it is also the inevitable
result of an entirely new creative act, one that both imitates the divine as well as reenacts
it as the scribe cannot help incorporating into the text his own personal expression
through the homage of individual artistry. With every reproduction of the sacred text, the
new manuscript will always be a hybrid, combining the personal expression of the scribe
who made it with the artistic elements of the exemplar as the copyist reacts to those
elements. In this regard and as Parkes (2008) has described the personal and therefore
unique aspect of each individual‟s effort to render text beautifully and anew, we can
appreciate script as both personal artistry and editorial choice, artistry because of the
creative need to self-express, and editorial choice, because elements of hand were altered,
according to audience, as rhetorical choices within the “prevailing sense of decorum
shared by scribes and readers” (p. 101). Thus, as we will take up in a later chapter, scripts
of the medieval period develop in multiple directions and according to specific purposes,
some of them associated with specific houses or “periods of fashion” to be sure, but more
often remaining as unique and personally identifiable as fingerprints or individual
signatures. It is this personal stamp, this creative expression of the individual scribe that
adds a new element to the product of copying and a new layer of engagement within the
immersion experience of text associated with lectio divina and the ideal of copying as
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both described by Cassiodorus and reflected in the imagery of St. Columba‟s midnight
copying of Finnian‟s psalter.
It is the element of individual artistry in manuscript reproduction that takes us
back to the notion that copying and spiritual reading both share an immersive intimacy
with the text, and that the end goals of both activities are predicated on the Benedictine
framework of monastic life which sets out “the sufficient pattern of discipline” necessary
for achieving both communion with God and high-fidelity manuscripts of truth and
beauty. If the outward image of copying is a reflection of the divine, the internal
experience is the source from which that light emanates; therefore, the scribe‟s work in
its most ideal form depends on the same lectio divina that monks undertook every day for
their own spiritual advancement. Ironically, it was not until the fifteenth century when the
printing press had made its debut and began to change the medium of text that the
connection between spiritual reading and hand copying was given full expression. Partly
as a lament against what he saw as the insubstantial quality of paper and its improbable
durability in preserving the written word in the new print books that were coming out of
London printing houses, Johannes Trithemius (1462-1516), the German abbot of the
monastery at Spanheim, wrote in 1492 a treatise describing and urging the value of
copying texts by hand. The work entitled De Laude Scriptorum, or In Praise of Scribes,
was aimed at the scribal monks of his own monastery who saw the new technology of the
printing press that had spawned an entirely new industry in England and across the
Continent as a boon that would relieve them of the physical labor of endless copying
while also dramatically increasing the number and types of available texts for the use of
the monastery and the laity.
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In arguing the moral and spiritual values inherent in copying as the principal
reasons for the scriptorium being the ideal workplace for monks, Trithemius was up
against a powerful argument to the contrary that was based on simple practicality and
efficiency. Making the case for the invisible benefits of moral and spiritual character
development associated with hand copying, the abbot was rather in a position akin to that
of modern day parents arguing to their children the intellectual benefits of reading books
over watching television. Not only was Trithemius‟ position pushing against the power of
technological innovation articulated near the end of an era that had long been associated
with hand produced books, but Trithemius himself made use of the new technology of the
printing press in publishing his own writing, thereby effectually undercutting his own
argument with a full measure of hypocrisy, in addition to the belatedness of his plea. For
these reasons it is easy to understand why In Praise of Scribes has been viewed by
historians as something of an oddity in the corpus of monastic writing, first, for coming
so late in the period in which it could have had greater relevance had the writing of it
been more timely and, second, for the earnestness of the message having been
compromised by the very medium its author chose for its publication. The treatise is
somewhat marginalized as well, I would say, simply because of lack of interest relative to
the problem regarding the absence of a history of editing. Until now and with the
exception of Malone‟s 2006 investigation of “early correctors” as technical editors in
early modern London printing houses, because no one has yet taken up the subject of
editing history, even as the expression of a cultural ideal for an entire class of workers, In
Praise of Scribes would hold little of interest for other lines of historical investigation.
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However, and despite the timing of its appearance and the peculiar circumstances
attending its publication, In Praise of Scribes is invaluable to a history of editing‟s
earliest practitioners because it offers a saint‟s perspective on the moral and spiritual
value of human work in the service of Christianity and puts forward a “father‟s”
argument for the moral and spiritual benefits associated with the thoughtful and dedicated
employment of the full range of knowledge, ingenuity, skill, and artistry that had accrued
for nearly one thousand years and comprised the collective subject-matter expertise of
monastic scribal culture. In short, its historical value lies in the quality of its thought and
the eloquence of its articulation of the moral, ethical, and spiritual value of scribal work.
Its value to the present discussion is nothing less than as the fullest expression of the
work ethic of the monastic scribes of the medieval period.
According to Trithemius (1492), copying is the continuation of a long tradition
begun by the scribes of antiquity who “copied out books that were not only beautiful but
also corrected with wonderful delicacy” (p. 22). As part of this noble lineage of
professional laborers, therefore, copying by monastic scribes accordingly merits the
status of the highest form of manual labor, work that qualifies the monastic scribes as true
monks for living “by the labor of their hands, as our fathers and the apostles did . . .”
(Benedict, Rule, Ch. 48, p. 47-48). By virtue of both the legacy of ancient scribes and the
legacy of the apostles and as one who has given up his own will “once and for all, and
armed with the strong and noble weapons of obedience to do battle for the true King,
Christ the Lord” (Rule, Prologue, p. 3), the monastic scribe is therefore not only a
laudable workman but his work is exalted for the power of its agency in promoting the
good of humanity and ensuring its salvation. For Trithemius (1492), “a scribe
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distinguished by piety is the herald of God because he makes known His will to the
people of his own and future times . . .” (p. 5). The moral and spiritual benefits to the
world in consequence of copying are seen by Trithemius along similar lines as those
described by Cassiodorus in that “[t]he dedicated scribe, the object of our treatise, will
never fail to praise God, give pleasure to angels, strengthen the just, convert sinners,
commend the humble, confirm the good, confound the proud and rebuke the stubborn”
(pp. 4-5), given his primary goal of producing numerous true and accurate copies of texts
that, in short, “teach Christians the way to live” (p. 5).
The ultimate reward, of course, is personal salvation for those now living, but
Trithemius (1492) also points out that “great therefore is the value of this most sacred
craft that proclaims the will of God not only to people at the present but also to future
generations” (p. 18). To copy is to fix in textual form the wisdom, knowledge, and belief
that can connect past, present, and future generations through common understanding that
is forever accessible. Not only does the scribe create the bridge of knowledge between
one generation and the next, he “extends over a long period of time the life of both
himself and of what he writes” (p. 4), especially when his medium is parchment rather
than the perishable paper productions of printing houses. In this way, he serves humanity
by preserving what has been written in the most durable form, text that will live in
perpetuity. Unlike the spoken word of the preacher that “once heard, is quickly reduced
to nothingness; the written word of the scribe, repeated a thousand times, is never
diminished” (p. 18). In consequence of such immortality, the scribe “enriches the Church,
maintains the faith, destroys heresies, repulses vice, inculcates morality and increases
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virtue” (p. 4). In the view of Sponheim, through their extensive reach and end-products
with very long half-lives, monastic scribes exert powerful and global influence.
While the scribe may enjoy a measure of immortality in the manuscripts he
produces and live long by way “giving out” some part of himself and his artistry in the
texts he creates, Trithemius reminds his monks that God has promised sincere and
dedicated scribes a heavenly immortality through salvation. The “splendour of eternal
life” is the reward of copying that contributes “at times more to the honour of the Church
than the multiplication of oral prayer . . .” (p. 28), because “they that instruct many to
justice [shall shine] as „stars for all eternity‟ (Daniel 12:3)” (p. 4). But there are benefits
to the scribe in both the here and now as well as in the hereafter: “The devout monk
enjoys four particular benefits from writing: the time that is precious is profitably spent;
his understanding is enlightened as he writes; his heart is kindled to devotion; and after
this life he is rewarded with a unique prize” (p. 18). Not only are the mind and heart
illuminated through the transcription of holy words but also copying begun in enthusiasm
will end with the here-and-now experience of heavenly joy and holy love. For the
individual copying, however, to read and to write is to engage with the text in a way that
is intellectually, personally, and spiritually meaningful through the same steps as are
required in lectio divina. As the scribe looks back and forth from exemplar to copy, the
process of transcription permits a slow and studied reading of the sacred words that
impresses the intellect with the fullness of their meaning (lectio). The sensibilities of
mind and heart then admit of an opportunity for new understanding, personal engagement
deepens, and the meaning expands in meditation (meditatio). Because the nature of
copying permits of interruption that allows for oratio, “. . .the meditation of Scripture
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burns in the heart and produces the ardor of mind that becomes the most devout prayer”
(p. 19). In performing the work of transcription, the movement of the three fingers and
pen traces the holy words in contemplatio, and the rebirth of the Word onto the blank
page lifts the heart with the joy of God‟s illumination in the full meaning and experience
of the original act of text giving. Though Trithemius‟ In Praise of Scribes came on the
heels of the transformative technology of the printing press that marked the transition
between the medieval period and the Renaissance, as an appreciation of the value of
copying‟s contribution to the world and to the authenticity of the consecrated life, the
treatise stands alone for its insight into the mental world of the monastic writing room
and the ideal experience of hand copying manuscripts in the service of God and the
Church during the medieval period.
But there is more to be inferred about the psychological experience of hand
copying. If we project just a bit further along the nearly one-thousand-year-long line of
thinking that ties Cassiodorus‟ Institutiones to Trithemius‟ In Praise of Scribes, not only
can we complete the connection between lectio divina and copying, but we can also
identify in the experience of the individual working scribe that which makes the work of
the scriptorium unique among all other work in the cloister—if not among all other
human work in the world. To the extent that the “quiet stillness in the presence of God”
represents the contemplative state wherein the ideal copying experience is lived, it is
lectio divina that is the vehicle for that elevated and holy state of communion. Where the
pen is the portal to that quiet stillness, I would argue that for the monastic scribes of the
medieval period there was within the realm of this ethereal state of mind yet another rung
on the spiritual ladder that may have only been intuited while they worked, but would,
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nevertheless, have been experienced all at once as a sublime mixture of pride of work,
ecstasy of purpose, and generative love in creating the new and unprecedented. Perhaps
such moments would have had no parallel in any other aspect of their lives. As an
extension of spiritual reading, what we might call transcriptio divina would be the ideal
state of copying that occurs within contemplatio, where transcription becomes
transmutation as the artistic expression of the personal self is grafted letter by letter and
word by word onto the page, and thereby “given out” or “published” into the world as the
new but personalized version of the Word. In this way, as Trithemius noted, the scribe
lives on through the newly created text that has been made for posterity. But also,
through “the inner tradition” of saints and mystics, the essential perfected self lives on
through the artistic creation of script that has become the reification of the Word of God.
Even if such moments of exaltation were only intuited by those whose daily
occupation turned on the multiple ways of interacting with text, the experience of the
scribe would necessarily have been, in the ideal, a cultural immersion experience of
mind, body, and soul that yielded spiritual growth as well as the holiness of intent that
was required for excellence in manuscript production. And both of these achievements
were predicated on knowledge gained through the study of the classical authorities. Such
an awareness must have worked powerful magic on the medieval imagination in
contextualizing the work of copying as sublime service, and the blank pages of the
scriptorium must have looked like a wilderness of white desert to those who bore such
heavy responsibility, where the goodness of accuracy and fidelity were under constant
threat by the bedeviling forces of fatigue and error. Genuine inattentiveness was of
particular concern, of course, and as a sin accorded unequivocally to the writing room, it
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was an infraction punishable by a sliding scale of corrections, including, according to
Crawley (1940), being tethered to the writing desk for the duration of a copying
assignment (as cited in Drogin, 1983, p. 12).
If the blankness of the page was a battleground of sorts where the forces of truth
were ever under siege by the forces of error, then in both the medieval imagination and
the margins of manuscripts there lurked a particular menace. This character, created by
the fancies of scribes, appeared in the form of a tattle-tale imp in the service of the devil
who reported copying errors to his master—and he named names. According to Margaret
Jennings (1977), he may have first made his appearance in the scrolls of ancient Babylon,
but stories of his mischief were familiar in the monasteries of Egyptian ascetics as early
as the fourth century (as cited by DeVinney, 2012). However it was that this artful little
reprobate made his way into western monasteries, he apparently remained gainfully
employed there and in church services for more than a millennium before rising to the
status of printer‟s apprentice13 in the fifteenth century. Though not mentioned explicitly
until c. 1285 in John of Wales‟ Tractatus de Penitentia (Jennings, 1977; as cited in
Drogin, 1980, p. 17), he introduced himself by name in a play written a century later:
I am a poure dyvel, and my name ys Tytyvyllus . . .
I must eche day . . . brynge my master a thousand pokes
Full of falynges, and of neglygences in syllables and words.
According to the description he was given in the anonymous homily, Myroure of Oure
Ladye (Triggs, 1895; as cited by Drogin, 1980, p. 17), it was the devilish duty of
Titivillus to gather into his sack all of the errors he saw in the writing room or heard in

13

A printer‟s devil was the name given in 1638 by printer James Moxon to young apprentices
whose duties in printing houses included mixing vats of ink; as a result, their hands, arms, and faces were
often stained black and so accordingly were named as associates of the “black arts” (OED, 1989).
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Mass until he had filled it a thousand times. Legion, indeed. Ink blots, parchment tears,
misspellings, misplacements, omissions, and errata caused by “periblepsis occasioned by
homoeoteleuton”14 were the low-hanging fruit of the scriptorium for Satan‟s minion.
There were easy pickings in the church as well, as the imp lurked about the niches and
choir stalls stuffing his sack with the gossip of women whispered during the mass and
otherwise staying on the lookout for “Janglers, cum japers, nappers, galpers, quoque
drawers, momlers, forskippers, overenners, sic overhippers . . .”15 Once collected, these
multitudes of indiscretions and errata were wagged down to the sulphurous pit and
presented to Lucifer, himself, where they were recorded, tallied, and read as evidence of
spiritual sloth against the culprit scribe on Judgment Day. Titivillus was more than just a
mere collector of errata, however, and was seen also as the cause of manuscript errors,
themselves. The legend of St. John‟s inkpot suggests as much in the many miniatures of
the saint, such as the one depicted in the page below from a fifteenth-century Book of
Hours from France. The illumination depicts a small devil making away with the saint‟s
inkpot and pen case to prevent his completing the Book of Revelations. Thus, as a devil
who not only told the tales of laxity and carelessness out of the monastery but engineered
the errata that resulted, Titivillus became something of a scribal scapegoat, earning him

14

Mark Ehrman (2005) considers mastery of this term a prerequisite for claim to a university
education. A common type of copying mistake, the error occurs when two (or more) lines of text in the
exemplar end with the same letters or words (homoeoteleuton). As the scribe copies the first line, his eye
goes back to the page of the source but mistakenly picks up on the same words or letters on the next line
and continues copying from that point. The result of the “eye skip” (periblepsis) is that intervening words
or lines are omitted (p. 90).
15
The quote from John of Wales‟ Tractatus de Penitentia is taken from Drogin (1980), as is
Drogin‟s translation: “Janglers and japers talk fast or jestingly, nappers fall asleep, galpers yawn, drawers
drawl on and on, and momlers mumble. Foreskippers skip over things, overenners [overrunners] are simply
faster foreskippers, and overhippers [overhoppers] simply do it with bounce” (p. 18).
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the dubious title of Patron Demon of Scribes, since his upgrade from pest to patron
absolved scribes of the necessity of appending mea culpa in their colophons.

Figure 7. Books of Hours often included depictions of the apostles and saints among their texts, and
St. John was often depicted writing the Book of Revelations with the Devil poised to interfere, as in
this “miniature” from a French Book of Hours, c. 1450. (The Hague, KB 76 G5, fol. 13r).
©Koninklijke Bibliotheek (National Library of The Netherlands). Reproduced with permission.

Copying as Physical Labor. While the image of the scribe as the heroic battler of
demons and the ether-breathing medium of the Holy Spirit who could channel divine
light through his fingertips would seem to encourage exaltation of the self as well as the
copy in viewing the monk‟s labor in such a sainted way, certainly the imagery would
have been influential in raising the status of copying beyond the heavy lifting required in
tending the fields, managing livestock, or even in carrying out the various smaller chores
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required for the daily operation of the precinct. As an educated occupation, copying
would have been accorded greater importance than other work around the cloister as a
matter of course. Certainly within the community, manuscript production enjoyed special
status as a unique occupation that in some ways, at least, may have stratified the brethren
socially, though Benedict‟s rule—in fact, all twelve of them regarding humility in all
things—would have tempered a tendency toward pride and elitism. Nevertheless, if only
by virtue of the value placed on books in the first place, certainly copying was regarded
as the supreme form of manual labor for the manifold service it provided to the Church.
As Marc Drogin (1983) observes, “An error-free exemplar was a monastery‟s treasure,
sought after everywhere . . .” (p.14). In this regard, a competent scribe was worth his
weight in gold to his body corporate, though in his bearing and manner such a one would
have been mindful not to shine with the golden light of self-importance too brightly.
Even so, in many communities those scribes who were especially capable would have
been excused from other forms of manual labor, and perhaps even from some of the
divine offices in order to allow them to continue the more valuable work of copying,
especially if an important patron had made a specific request for a new manuscript or
demand for copies was particularly high. By virtue of its value to the monastery, the
education and skills required to perform it, and perhaps even the temperament and
disposition necessary to excel in the book arts, copying would have come by its superior
position in the hierarchy of monastic occupations all on its own, even without the
hagiographics of Columba or the laudation of Cassiodorus and Trithemius, had he written
in an earlier age.
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Judging from the thousands of colophons that scribes came into the habit of
leaving in the margins and on the last pages of their completed manuscripts, it seems, if
anything, that something of an apologia for copying was put forward by its practitioners,
reminding the other members of the community that their work too was physical labor,
the proof of which was in the flesh-and-blood toll that manuscript production took on
every part of the body. While scribal culture may well have remained conscious of its
highest ideals in copying, its individual practitioners were necessarily mere human beings
whose bodies bore the stamp of their daily labors. While editors today seem to be much
concerned with similar issues of value, understanding, and appreciation, it is not
surprising to hear the voices captured in the explicits or colophons of more than a
millennium ago something of both justification of their work as physical labor directed to
the audience that was their own peers and the more general complaint addressed to their
wider audience of readers concerning the lack of appreciation for the nature and extent of
their contribution to the success of the texts they produced. Too, and as we have already
discussed, copying could involve merely the practical realities of daily operations, and
not all the work of copying and manuscript production involved the transcription of the
sacred. Just as is true today for editors in the myriad workplaces of the information age,
many of the texts (if not most for modern-day editors) that the scribe was compelled to
prepare, copy, correct, and then reproduce were not of high order or riveting interest
though they may have been of great importance to the day-to-day operations of the
monastery. The work, therefore, was not always experienced in the subliminal layers of
the atmosphere.
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Certainly while the most important documents copied were the Holy Scriptures, in
the early centuries of the period books were copied in support of evangelization, the
essential tools for missionaries in converting the Anglo-Saxons over the course of the
seventh through the ninth centuries. During the same period when new foundations
depended on the granting of endowments and charters of land out of the estates of the
ruling petty kings, books were prepared as diplomatic gifts and luxurious objects of art
for the nobility whose generosity (or self-interest) made possible the foundation of the
house. Child-oblates and novitiates required copies of the grammars of Priscian and
Donatus, the writings of the Church Fathers, lives of the saints, calendars, hymnals, and
enchiridions.16 Written material for the laity was also required in the forms of books of
hours, primers, and psalters, for example, as well as for the monastics themselves in the
forms of bibles, hymnals, antiphonaries, breviaries, missals, and sacramentals, to name
only a few of the myriad manuscript books that were in service of the daily observances
as well as in support of the individual monks engaged in their required daily reading,
prayer, and work.17 At a further remove, but no less important to the mission of the
monasteries, manuscript production also involved transcribing and making copies of what
we would think of as the internal business documents of the Church, the corporate
paperwork on which the well-oiled machinery of day-to-day operations depend. Drogin
(1983) provides us with an idea of just how large the catalog is of documents that were so
necessary to the growth of the early Church in medieval Britain:

16

An enchiridion or florilegium is a personal notebook in which a monk or student could jot down
whatever he found of interest: excerpts from his reading, notes, or simple observations (Drogin, 1983, p.
118).
17
Drogin (1983) supplies in his glossary a full listing of the range of church-related documents
that were in use during the Middle Ages. Some 155 are described (pp. 112-128).
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[The Church] could not operate, defend itself, or expand intellectually or
geographically without enormous reliance on written material. It needed
copies not only of God‟s word, but of the millions of words in
commentary upon His: commentaries, sermons, moral tales, and lives of
the saints (in a Passionarius). It needed copies of its own monastic rules
(in a Regula), and then the histories of its communities (Chronicles) and
records of their assemblies‟ decisions. It needed deeds and wills and letters
to guarantee its legal position. And it could not communicate among all its
parts without letters from monastic house to Rome, and from monastery to
monastery. Some things needed to be written only once, but for Catholic
material (antiphonaries, bibles, canons, diurnales, epistolaria . . .) there
was a never-ending demand for copy upon copy. And when any work
became antiquated, it was necessary to go back through it and gloss the
manuscript to make it once again understandable. (p. 2)
While Drogin‟s catalog makes clear the variety and hints at the volume of manuscripts
that were required to be copied in monasteries—his appendix of terms for the various
genres of Church documents includes more than 150 entries—it also suggests that not
every act of copying could necessarily be experienced as a spiritual act. From our own
perspective as professional writers and editors of the twenty-first century, we might well
appreciate that not every document of the day would inspire an epiphany. Indeed, as is
obvious in the personal notations of scribes in the form of colophons that Drogin has
collected from the period, the work of copying even important manuscripts could often be
framed as decidedly more physical than spiritual, especially when at the end of a lengthy
labor the scribe was able to pen his own words as the last words on a project that could
have spanned several months and hundreds of pages of effort. In his study of these scribal
notations, Drogin points out how consistent these colophons are in certain aspects, in
detailing for the reader of the manuscript that had just been labored over the toll on the
body that copying exacted. The oft-quoted words of a tenth-century scribe by name of
Florencio sum up the pervasive bodily complaints that were appropriated in colophons in
Britain and the Continent over more than six centuries:
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He who knows not how to write thinks that writing is no labour, but be
certain, and I assure you that it is true, it is a painful task. It extinguishes
the light from the eyes, it bends the back, it crushes the viscera and the
ribs, it brings forth pain to the kidneys, and weariness to the whole body. .
. . Know ye how sweet to the sailor is arrival at port? Even so for the
copyist in tracing the last line. (as cited in Drogin, 1983, pp. 17-18)
Not only in fact was the work of copying difficult physical and intellectual labor, but we
can also easily appreciate that the scribes may have intuited the need to overcome a
certain problem of image: namely, that “he who knows not how to write” would mistake
the sedentary work of reading and copying as a leisurely pastime rather than the
challenging mental and physical work it actually was (a similar problem of the workplace
that today‟s editors continue to struggle with, as I have pointed out). Not only could the
work perhaps be misapprehended as light duty compared to, say, the heavier physical
lifting of fieldwork, millwork, animal husbandry, and the like, but even among other
kinds of work that needed to be performed every day to maintain the community, copying
could have been regarded as something of a “cushy” assignment compared to other duties
throughout the monastery. And given that the principal audience for the works being
copied were other monastics living both within and without the walls of the scribe‟s own
monastery, most of whom would not have worked as scribes, it is important to consider
the possibility that scribes might have appended such colophons at least partly as a kind
of apologium, feeling it an opportune and necessary way to justify the efforts of
manuscript production even to their own communities.
This emphasis on enumerating the effects on the body that copying exacted may
have been rhetorically strategic in another way as well, and that has to do with the idea of
various degrees of physical suffering and bodily deprivation as an essential aspect of
perfection of the self. Certainly for both the Celtic and the Roman forms of monasticism
205

as well as the for the Benedictine culture in Britain that would come to overtake and
incorporate them both, the examples of the earliest of the desert hermits of Egypt and
Palestine during the second and third centuries were long imbedded in the culture as a
core value, if not the core value, second only to the celebration of the Divine Office or
Opus Dei. Whether a scribe appending a colophon was aware that his claim of aches and
pains helped to justify the work of writing and copying manuscripts as physical labor we
may never know. To be sure, such a perspective on labor in general simply reflected a
habit of mind that had been steeping in the institutional culture over several centuries.
For the classical world, physical labor was a requirement for the lower classes
only, as those who were of the nobility would have regarded work with the hands to be
beneath their class. Christianity changed that perspective, however, and as the new
religion grew and spread into the higher strata of society, manual labor came to be
regarded as ennobling of the spirit and symbolic of commonality and fellowship in the
community of believers, for according to Thessalonians II, “if any would not work,
neither should he eat” (3:10) so that no man‟s bread is “eaten for nought” (3:8). This
reversal was most salient, of course, among the earliest followers of Christianity and
emerged as a core value of monasticism primarily through the influence of Pachomius
who saw manual work not only as part of the necessary discipline of the senses and an
antidote for accidie but also as a means for preserving, strengthening, and extending the
compass of the coenobitic communities he founded. Benedict‟s Rule borrowed this
practical sense from Pachomian legislation, incorporating it in the daily requirement for
manual labor for exactly the same reasons.
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Through the colophons, then, the scribes were not only asserting an apologia for
copying as exalted labor but also assuring their peers that the work of the scriptorium was
labor that was just as physical in its worth to the community as working in the garden,
baking bread in the kitchen, making wine in the cellar, harvesting honey in the apiary, or
tending the sick in the infirmary. The point of establishing such equivalency would have
been two-fold: First, to preclude a charge of vainglory and pride in the products that were
produced in the writing room, and second, to assure the brethren that scribes partook at
the communal table no bread that was “eaten for nought” as the Apostle Paul urged of the
Thessalonians. Benedictine rule also proclaimed, “They are true monks if they live by the
labour of their hands” (Rule, Ch. 48, pp. 47-48). It is no wonder that, as Drogin (1983)
points out, these complaints of bodily aches and pains became such a stock device of
marginalia for the scribes all the way into the twelfth century, because as the centuries
advanced and the monasteries increased their holdings of land, their endowments, their
wealth, and the number and size of their buildings, the monks were more and more
excused from the heavier labor associated with working the land and tending the
livestock. Even at the end of the era, in his position as abbot of Sponheim, Trithemius
was making the same case for copying as the most fitting form of manual labor for monks
that had been put into practice under Benedictine rule one thousand years earlier:
Therefore, brothers, to work is our duty so that we do not offend the
Apostle by eating in idleness and so that we do not cease to be what we
entered the seclusion of the monastery to become. And there is no work in
a monastery which is more seemly, worthwhile and appropriate for our
calling than the duty of copying books. Bound as we are to the Divine
Office, we are not fit for digging and cannot support the hard and heavy
work in the fields since, if we should happen to become tired out by the
rural tasks outdoors during the day, The Divine Service in choir would fall
into neglect. Since, however, the service of God must be put before all
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other tasks, it would be extremely unsuitable for monks to abandon their
indoor duties and give themselves up entirely to outdoor labours. But the
work of copying does not interfere with the hours devoted to the Divine
Office: because the course of the Hours is broken up by intervals of time,
a suitable period is allowed for each one. We read of that holy monk, the
Venerable Bede, that, although he wrote many volumes, he nevertheless
rarely used to absent himself from Divine Office on account of his studies,
but copied out the almost countless books he wrote, satisfied with the time
available between the Hours. (Trithemius, 1492, p. 15)
While labor in the fields was a necessity during the early medieval period when
monasteries were more primitive in their facilities, as the monks‟ schedule for carrying
out the divine offices, the observances of an increasing number of festival days, and the
demand for more and more copies of books became a greater challenge, abbots came to
delegate most if not all of the heavy lifting in and around the monastic precinct to lay
brethren and hired hands from the surrounding countryside known as the conversi. The
same pardon from duty was true for some of the crafts that had been regular occupations
of the monks in the early centuries after Augustine‟s arrival, parchment making and
bookbinding just two of such examples. Being excused from such obvious physical
employments may account in part for the self-justifying tone we hear in the litany of
bodily complaints recorded in the colophons, but considering the working conditions
under which manuscripts were produced, the bid for appreciation that is woven between
the lines of these last words on the text that had just been completed was wholly
warranted.
Although the expressions of pain and suffering on the part of the scribe came to
be used as a conventional device, they also reveal that as much as the work of writing and
copying was intellectual and at times even spiritual labor, it was also work that could be
measured in bodily terms, quite literally. Even though copying was a sedentary activity, it
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did in fact exact a toll on a number of body parts. The colophons reflect as much, and we
can see from just some of those that Drogin (1983) has collected that the scribes
complained most often about eye strain, neck stiffness, backache, abdominal pain, and
cramps in the legs, hands, and fingers. One of the oldest and most oft repeated explicits
laments, “Three fingers hold the pen, but the whole body labors,” and the observation
held up over for over a millennium because even though the Church was growing and
extending its influence and civilization was progressing in many ways as a result, the
scribes‟ work processes, attitudes towards the work, and even the materials and
technologies used to create their final product changed very little over the entire period
(Drogin, 1980, p. 7). While much of the discomfort and many of the aches and pains
associated with the work are attributable to the physical conditions in the cloister and the
furniture (or lack thereof) of the workspace, the symptoms resulting from prolonged
writing and copying were predictable. Given what we know today about ergonomics and
the attention that engineers of office equipment pay to the human factors involved in
workplace productivity, it is hardly surprising that, especially during the sixth and
seventh centuries when the buildings and facilities of the earliest foundations were
incomplete and relatively primitive in their construction, the workplace itself was
deleterious and exacted its own toll on the human body, not to mention productivity.
Monks employed at copying manuscripts worked most often in the open air
among the arches of the cloister. Here was the center of communal life, and the area
between the arches afforded the scribe the most light by which to copy. When demand
was high, however, the stint could be a long one, as one ninth-century scribe records:
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Ardua scriptorium prae cuncitis artibus est:
Difficilis labor est, durus quoque flectere colla,
Et membranes bis ternas sulcare per horas.

The art of scribes is hard compared with all other arts:
The work is difficult, hard too to bend the neck,
And plough the sheets of parchment for twice three hours. (Drogin, 1983,
p. 15)
When the weather was fair, however, the shift may have gone by a little more pleasantly,
as the scribe may have enjoyed some sunshine and the relative peace of the inner
courtyard. His work would have been removed from the clamber and commotion of the
lay brethren and servants as they hammered, chiseled, and scraped among the outer
grounds. Cloistered, the scribe could have heard some of the sounds of daily chores, the
ongoing construction of new buildings throughout the outer grounds, the bleating of goats
and sheep, the clucking of chickens, and the squeaking wheels of carts and wagons
making their way down the road and through the gatehouse; but the usual din would have
dropped a few decibels before being audible within the archways. However, when the
weather was cold, damp, or otherwise inhospitable, copying could be a real challenge as
the low light of an overcast sky would have hampered the monk‟s view of the pages, and
the dampness in the air might have chilled his body to the bone. The cold may have
cramped his fingers to the point that he would have been hard pressed even to hold onto
his quill, much less write. As an example of just how much the elements could affect the
work of copying, De Hamel (1986) notes an exchange of letters between Boniface, the
archbishop of Mainz, Lul, and Cuthbert, the abbot at Wearmouth-Jarrow during a
particularly severe winter in 763-4 when the monks at Wearmouth were working under
heavy demand from the Continent for a number of copies of the works of Bede, some of
which Boniface had requested of Wearmouth. Cuthbert responded to Boniface “saying
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they [at Wearmouth-Jarrow] had dispatched all they could but that the terrible winter had
hampered the scribes‟ progress and that they would still try to supply all the needed
books, adding „si vixerimus‟ („if we live‟)” (p. 35).
It is worthwhile to remember, too, that the open air of the cloister represented
more than just vulnerability to the vicissitudes of weather that affected manuscript
production. Fires, earthquakes, floods, building collapse, war, invasion, and disease were
recurring events in the Middle Ages that often decimated entire monasteries. There is a
story associated with Bede that serves as a reminder of just how susceptible any given
community might be to total destruction. The episode comes from the anonymous
seventh-century work, The Life of Ceolfrid, and is thought by some historians to relate to
Bede‟s own experience just a few years after his family had delivered him as a childoblate to the monastery at Wearmouth. According to the narrative, in 685/6, the plague
had swept over Britain, reaching both Wearmouth and Jarrow with such ferocity that
nearly the entire community was wiped out. For the Jarrow community, the death toll was
so extreme, as the story goes, that only the abbot Ceolfrid and “a young boy” were
spared. Though the puerulus in question is often taken to be Bede himself, recent
discussions discredit the idea (McClure & Collins, xiii). More to the point, however, the
story is just one of many from the chronicles of the period that record the violence of the
age and highlight just how fragile the foothold was that people of that time had on the
civilizing influences of monastic communities and the knowledge repositories they
housed. Reparation and rebuilding of structures, reconstitution and relocation of
communities, and preservation and reproduction of libraries were continuous activities in
monastic life throughout the period.
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While the open air and the natural light of the cloisters played a significant role,
for better or worse, in the productivity of the scribal workplace, it was the “office
furniture” that contributed most immediately to the aches, pains, and general weariness of
the body that scribes recorded in their colophons. Certainly, the workplace equipment
was anything but accommodating to the requirements of the human form and often far
from being conducive to productivity. According to Drogin (1983), while some
monasteries in Europe and even some in Ireland provided a dedicated space as a
scriptorium in which all the scribes could work (p. 13), even that room would have been
unheated with the only available light coming in through a few high windows. Except in
a few instances, however, the scribe working on English soil had no writing room or
scriptorium at all until at least the fourteenth century (p. 10), so most often he worked
either alone or alongside a small group of others sitting at desks arranged among the
arches and in the niches of the cloisters. Here the light would be dim in the winter months
or when skies were overcast, so eyestrain could be the result at the end of a long day of
work. Seating was most often a backless stool, although in some depictions of the work a
cushion is included on the seat, apparently for the benefit of senior status, if not senior
backsides. If there was no writing desk, the scribe laid his parchment over the knee on the
same side as his writing hand and copied his pages in a hunched-back, nearly fetal
position. In a concession to the lower spine, a small footstool is featured in some
depictions of scribal work, one of the most famous of which is from the frontispiece of
the Codex Amiatinus, a masterwork Bible once intended as a gift for a pope that is also
the oldest surviving bible in the Latin Vulgate, considered to be the most accurate copy of
St. Jerome‟s text. Such a luxury would not have been provided for the rank-and-file,
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however, and the average scribe would have worked at his pages for the duration of his
shift without any back, leg, or arm support whatsoever.
If the scribe had a desk, the writing surface on which he copied held the new
pages at a near-vertical angle, and a pen case and inkpot may or may not have been
attached in some way to either the desk or the stool. The exemplum manuscript may
have been propped open on a second angled with an adjustable weight to keep the pages
flat. An orthography for checks of proper spelling may have been kept nearby as well as
scrap pieces of parchment for keeping notes or for practicing letter forms by writing out
an abecedarian sentence such as our modern version: the quick red fox jumped over the
lazy brown dog. As we noted in the legend of St. Columba, candles were not permitted
anywhere in the monastery where manuscripts were stored or copied for fear of damage
to the pages or even total conflagration of the library, so manuscript production was
limited seasonally by the number of hours of daylight, Cassiodorus‟ innovative oil lamp
notwithstanding. If the cold and damp, minimal lighting, hard seating, torturous angles,
crabbed posture, and long hours were not enough, the tips or nibs of the quills used as
pens in the actual copying needed to be cut regularly so as to maintain a clean edge. Not
only did the scribe have to “maintenance” his “pen” about once per page, but the action
of his quill required, in addition to the motion of the wrist, thumb, index, and second
finger, the movement of the entire arm as well, and without any armrest support. Unlike
our method of handwriting on a flat surface, our forearms resting on the desk edge with
only the wrist and fingers doing the work, the medieval scribe worked on pages at a near
vertical angle, with the full weight of the arm and forearm born by the shoulder, neck,
and back—for six to eight hours at a time.
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The quill was held differently, too, so that the angle between the shaft and the
parchment was often nearly perpendicular. The quill was held oddly compared to our
modern day grasp of our ballpoints. According to Drogin (1980), instead of the pen
resting against the inside of the first joint of the second finger and held between the tip of
the index finger on top of the shaft and the tip of the thumb on the side of the shaft, the
medieval writing hand held the quill between the index and second fingers at the first
joint at a nearly perpendicular angle to the hand with the tip of the thumb placed near the
nib as a backstop, the fourth and fifth fingers curling up and out of the way. This hold
allowed the scribe to use the near perpendicular angle of the quill shaft to parchment to
mitigate the effect of gravity on the ink held in the lumen of the quill and thereby control
the ink flow from a near-horizontal position. The posture also precluded contact between
the hand and the page, thus preventing soiling of the parchment from ink smudges and
fingerprints left from the natural oils of the skin. When the labor of mere pen-holding is
dissected so finely, we can readily appreciate the myriad silent challenges involved in the
physical task of actually copying the letters alone onto the page, especially as those
challenges were likely to increase hour after hour.
Not only was the work a difficult trial for the body, but as we have noted already,
the responsibility for accuracy (truth) and legibility (beauty) weighed heavily on the
shoulders, if not the nerves, of scribes. These responsibilities were pressing, but also such
logistical and therefore editorial considerations as layout and format, including decisions
regarding preset letter spacing, space allocation for “graphics,” pagination, and even the
arrangement of page groupings (quires), what we might call document specifications,
were also paramount to the success of each project. Once the manuscript was completed,
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a senior monk or even the abbot himself might proof the scribe‟s work, particularly if the
work was of importance. Errors found signaled inattentiveness or worse, spiritual sloth,
and were punishable by a variety of “corrections” and penances. Too, if the scribe were
keen to the religious implications of his work, any errors found in the proofing were
considered the equivalent of additional wounds on Christ rather than on the Devil, and
the scribe‟s own personal failure in compounding the missed opportunity to inflict them
against the Enemy in the first place.
It is no wonder that as early as the eighth century scribes began their working day
by appealing for divine intercession by appending a small prayer in the margin of their
first sheet of parchment as “xb,” an abbreviation indicated by an overbar above the b for
Christe Benedicte or “Christ bless” (Drogin, 1983, p. 14). If the work proved particularly
difficult, the prayer might be refreshed again with more detail in the margin of a middle
page, just as a scribe from a later century did with this outburst: “God helpe minum
handum!” (Drogin, 1983, p. 16). Or, if his mind wandered off for a moment or two, he
might simply wax poetic as his gaze fell over the cloister garth, as this gentle soul of the
ninth century may have reflected in his contribution to the white space of the manuscript
he was penning: “Pleasant to me is the glittering of the sun today upon these margins,
because it flickers so” (Ploughing, 2012, Medieval Scribes, para. 8). And if the work had
been especially tedious or the source uninteresting, as the final page loomed, in addition
to offering thanks to the Almighty for the bodily strength, determination of will, and
divine inspiration required to complete such an especially long or arduous work, the
scribe might even offer an opinion on the caliber of the original text as well, as did this
erstwhile literary critic from the fourteenth century:
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Explicit secunda pars summa fratris Thome de Aquino ordinis fratrum
predicatorum; longissima, prolixissima, et tediosimma seribenti; Deo
Gratias, Deo Gratias, Deo Gratias, et iterum Deo Gratias.
Here ends the second part of the title work of Brother Thomas Aquinas of
the Dominican Order; very long, very verbose, and very tedious for the
scribe. Thank God, thank God, thank God, and again, thank God!
(Ploughing, 2012, Medieval Scribes, para. 8).
Given the intensity of concentration required in copying and the organizational pressures
on the individual for accuracy, legibility, and elegance, it is no wonder that the margins
sometimes recorded the “subtext” of the scriptorium. Not surprisingly, once the
colophon was adopted as an acceptable convention in manuscript production, every sort
of entry could be made there, including the scribes‟ names and locations, prayers, curses,
threats, trivial observations, comments, intra-office communiqués, jokes, puns, and even
recipes for salad dressing and face cream (Drogin, 1983, p. 14). It is because of the
colophons that we know the names of more than 23,000 medieval scribes and
illuminators, both in and out of the monasteries in Britain and across the Continent
(Ploughing, 2012, Medieval Scribes, para. 8).
With so many high stakes involved for the individual scribe regarding the final
quality of a manuscript and the ascetic mindset of the culture, it is easy to appreciate that
the monastic mind would be disposed to construe the workplace of the scriptorium as a
parallel desert wilderness wherein each soldier of the faith would be tested by every
variety of distraction and bodily ill. On such a proving ground, even a more generalized
laziness of disposition could be attributable to Satan‟s influence, and Trithemius, for one,
saw all the arts of book production as effective antidotes to the sin of idleness. For those
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monks who were truly incapable of copying, Trithemius (1492) advised abbots to apply
discipline and marshal idle energies to use in the ancillary book arts to that effect:
. . . lest they be entirely deprived of the advantages of so holy a task: give
aid then to scribes in other aspects of their work if you yourselves are
unable to apply your efforts to copying books. Let one correct what
another has written; let this one decorate with red what that one has
corrected. Let this one mark out the page with notes and diagrams. Let this
one glue the book and bind it with boards. You will prepare the boards, he
the leather bindings; let him make the covers ready for decoration. Let the
contribution of no individual be overlooked whereby the devoteed scribe
may continue his own office with his task made lighter. In short there are
many aspects of the business of copying which individuals can work at as
separate undertakings. Let one cut the parchment, let another clean it, let a
third make it ready for the scribes by marking out the lines; let another
prepare the ink, yet another the quills. For you always have ways in which
to help your scribes. (pp. 24-25)
For those who were capable of copying, however, but claimed ignorance or inability in
the art, Trithemius felt no sympathy, asserting, “If you do not know, learn; otherwise he
who does not work will not eat. You cannot be excused from your duty by an ignorance
which you do not trouble to overcome, although it is so easily conquered” (p. 31). Such a
deficiency of the will was inexcusable though it could be accounted for by the demonic,
for above all other work that monks can do, copying is supremely beneficial, according to
the abbot, and therefore a natural target for diabolical designs:
Demons especially hate this discipline, knowing that through its aid the
salvation of many is procured. They therefore try with all their might to
drag monks away from this task and to mislead them sometimes so far that
some, by resisting their superiors to the point of criminal disobedience,
fall into horrible calamity. We know several such men who disobeyed
their superiors as the devil urged them not to work at copying; doing
themselves a great injury they fell into extreme madness. (p. 32)
Given the theater of hagiographics and the desert-battle schema that was embedded in
monastic culture from the days of St. Anthony, deficiency of effort as well as the
everyday distractions of inattentiveness, boredom, monotony, sleepiness, and every
217

variety of illness or bodily discomfort were readily disposed to interpretation as the work
of the Devil—and his Minion of the Margins, Titivillus.
To prevail against the impediments and temptations to error required denial of the
self and mortification of the senses by working through the bodily discomforts in
humility and persevering in multiplying the words of God and the Church: “And while he
scribes the good texts, he is introduced little by little to the great mysteries, and his
inmost soul is magnificently illuminated” (Trithemius, 1492, p. 19). Here it is in the
interior world of the scribe where discomforts, bodily ills, fatigue, and monotony are
confronted by the disciplined mind that monastic culture provides the spiritual landscape
of the writing workplace. The work ethic that developed out of it united mind, body, and
soul in an investment in manuscript production that was predicated on education and
knowledge, self-discipline and skill, and a moral intent in the performance of each
associated task that was based on the abiding love of Christ and the desire for
communion with God.
Copying as Proprietary Interest. Considering the depth and extent of such a
personal investment, it is no surprise that scribal culture placed such high value on books
and manuscripts. Of course, as rare commodities in the first place, scarcity alone was part
of the reason for their value to the age generally. Moreover, for both the layman and the
monastic, the written word, itself, was viewed as a phenomenon, an interface between the
world of men and the realms of the ethereal through which magic, mystery, and the
miraculous could be contemplated and even released to wield its will. Though referring to
the ancients, Drogin‟s (1983) point about the unique character of writing applies just as
aptly to the early medieval period:
218

We who are so accustomed to reading cannot truly comprehend the awe
with which early man viewed his new-found ability to take the spoken
word and make it (a) visible, (b) capable of storage, and (c) able to be
spoken again at any future time. Because the magical art of writing was a
gift from his god(s), and because only the most educated of men could
comprehend it—and they were the priests—the earliest writings were
invariable religious; the sacred and most holy secret writings of that
civilization. As such they were kept in the temple and protected by the
gods. (pp. 49-50)
For the monasteries of the Middle Ages, of course, libraries were treasures, and a clean
and accurate exemplar manuscript was as good as gold; in fact, it was nothing less than
intellectual currency in the marketplace of knowledge, social influence, and spiritual
authority. As the Benedictine abbot of the Carthusian monastery in Basel, Jakob Louber,
wrote in the fourteenth century:
Monasterium sine libris est sicut civitas sine opibus, castrum sine
numerus, coquina sine supellectili, mensa sine cibis, hortus sine herbis,
partum sine floribus, arbor sine foliis.
A monastery without books is like a state without resources, a camp
without troops, a kitchen without crockery, a table without food, a garden
without grass, a field without flowers, a tree without leaves. (Thompson,
1957; as cited in Drogin, 1983, p. 1).
The resources that a library‟s holdings represented were quite literally the engine of every
other activity within the monastery and without, and the wellspring of the Church‟s
power, status, and growth.
As a treasure trove for the individual, too, books and libraries were a renewable
resource of discovery, illumination, enrichment, and even delight, as many of us still feel
today if we have a chance to walk among the stacks and browse through the shelves of
large old libraries. Whether monk or layman, the emotional attachment to a book and the
joy in its contents are often expressed in pastoral terms. An Old English song of a later
period conveys the sense of serenity we still associate with reading:
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O for a Booke and a shadie nooke,
Eyther in-a-doore or out,
With the greene leaves whisp‟ring overhede,
Or the Streete cryes all about,
Where I may Reade all at my ease,
Both of the Newe and Olde,
For a jollie goode Booke, whereon to looke,
Is better to me than Golde. (Roberts, 1896, p. 195)
In the closing decades of the ninth century, Alcuin of York (735-804), advisor to
Charlemagne, renowned educator, and eventually abbot of St. Martin‟s at Tours, shared a
similar passion for learning and love for books with the students he taught at the Palace
School at the Carolingian court. In a letter highlighting the cultural connections among
books, knowledge, wisdom, and wealth, he wrote, “How pleasant life was when we sat
among the writings of the wise, surrounded by a wealth of books and the worthy thoughts
of the fathers, lacking nothing we needed for the religious life and the pursuit of
knowledge!” (Allot, 1974, p. 131). Seven centuries later, the tutor of the man who would
eventually put an end to Catholicism‟s hegemony in England, Henry VII, described that
same sense of books constituting the intellectual wholeness requisite for living “the good
life” in his reaction at seeing exquisitely wrought volumes of books surrounding him at
court. The writer was John Skelton (1460-1529), and Katherine Gibson (1929) points out
how powerful the impression was when he noted the intricately embossed detail, gold
leaf glaze, and workmanship in the “graphics” of what was probably a Book of Hours:
With that of boke lozened were the clasps,
The margin was illumined with golden railes,
Embiced and pictured with grasshoppers and waspes,
And butterflies and fresh peacocks‟ tailes;
Englozed with pictures well touched and quickly,
It wold have made a man hole that had right to be sickly. (p. 29; as cited in
Drogin, 1983, p. 34)
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And just as the dissolution of the monasteries was imminent, John Leland18 wrote of his
admiration and sense of wonder at the holdings he saw after visiting the great library at
the Benedictine Abbey of Glastonbury sometime shortly after 1533:
. . . Scarcely had I crossed the threshold when the mere sight of the ancient
books took my mind with an awe or stupor of some kind, and for that
reason I stopped in my tracks for a little while. Then having paid my
respects to the deity of the place, I examined all the bookcases for some
days with the greatest interest. (as cited in Carley, 1992, p. 77).
As was true in the ancient world as well as in the earliest days in Britain when book
culture, imbedded within the context of Christian conversion, was emerging as a wholly
new experiential phenomenon for the pagan Anglo-Saxons of Britain, text as authority,
salvation, power, and wealth held an unprecedented position in the lives of individuals,
rulers, and the Church. As object, medium, and experience, text in the form of handcopied books was all at once wealth as a material object, knowledge as a portal to the
thought and wisdom of the best human minds, and a virtual reality all of its own that was
accessible at will and which offered a cognitive experience that was apart from and
beyond any given place or moment.
For scribal culture of the medieval period, books and libraries held these
valuations and joys just as fully, and one more besides that only scribes could claim. Not
only were books esteemed for their inherent value to the monastery and the world, but
they also represented the scribe‟s professional accomplishment. Each copy produced was
a testament to the scribe‟s knowledge, skill, and artistry as well as to the power of the

18

John Leland (1503-52) was an English poet and antiquary who was given a royal commission in
1533 authorizing him to examine and use the libraries of all religious houses in England. Over a period of a
few years, Leland compiled lists of important or unusual books housed within monastic libraries and, after
the dissolution of the monasteries, made various efforts to preserve the books that had once been the
property of the Church.
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Word to redeem mankind. For the scribe, the book represented the final product of a life
invested in the industry of letters and held within its covering the visual proof of the
scribe‟s expertise, humble devotion, and personal pride of workmanship, Benedictine
humility notwithstanding. For all that was invested in the manuscript, a contribution of
mind, body, and soul, scribes had nothing less than a proprietary interest in the
manuscripts they produced that went beyond the production values of accuracy,
legibility, and artistry. In fact, their interest in the books they had given birth to was both
a figurative and literal attachment in the form of messages to the reader that, as the final
act of the writing desk, accompanied their manuscripts into the book chest, cupboard, or
library, and even all the way out of the claustral boundary into the wide world. It is Marc
Drogin (1983) and his study of anathema and the art of the book curse that provides this
window of understanding of what was for the scribes a most deeply felt need to protect
and preserve the books they had labored so diligently to produce. In his collection of
colophons or explicits that represent the sentiments of scribes toward their books from
antiquity all the way into the later centuries of the medieval period, we find their most
heartfelt determination to try to preserve the integrity and quality of the most precious
commodity on the planet. An appeal to pathos, along now familiar themes, is central to
this tenth-century plea to the reader by the scribe Florentius that appeared in a Spanish
copy of the Moralia in Job of Gregory the Great, translated from Latin:
The labour of the writer is the refreshment of the reader. The one depletes
the body, the other advances the mind. Whoever you are, therefore, do not
scorn but rather be mindful of the work of the one labouring to bring you
profit. . . . If you do not know how to write you will consider it no
hardship, but if you want a detailed account of it let me tell you that the
work is heavy; it makes the eyes misty, bows the back, crushes the ribs
and belly, brings pain to the kidneys, and makes the body ache all over.
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Therefore, O reader, turn the leaves gently and keep your fingers away
from the letters, for as the hailstorm ruins the harvest of the land so does
the unserviceable reader destroy the book and the writing. As the sailor
finds welcome the final harbour, so does the scribe the final line. Deo
gratias semper. (as cited in Clemens & Graham, 2007, p. 23)
Scribes had good reason to remain watchful over their productions and appeal to their
own readers for consideration, for the world, not to mention the monastery, itself, was
filled with foolish minds, careless hearts, and brutish hands that could damage the
precious manuscripts or lose them altogether. And the pathetic appeal to the proper care
and handling of the book could not necessarily guarantee that the reader would be coopted, so in time monasteries had to put in place other safeguards.
Once a book was written, it was locked away in a chest (or aumbry) or cupboard
for safekeeping, and the cantor (or precentor) or an armarius, someone of serious mind
and solid character, was appointed as guardian (Gasquet, 1904, p. 61). In time,
regulations concerning the borrowing of books were developed in-house that often
included the requirement of a pledge, a sum of money, or even another book to be left
with the “keeper of the books” until the book was returned. Sometimes the cost of the
borrowing included the return of a copy with the original. In later centuries, the practice
of literally chaining volumes to permanent fixtures was resorted to in the interest of
preserving a library‟s holdings. Even so, such precautions could not always ensure the
return of a book that was lent, especially when it had made its way beyond the enclosure.
According to Clark (1901) for example, as set out in the Customs at the Benedictine
monastery at Abingdon, regulation of the library included character qualifications for
borrowers and even restrictions on the behavior of the guardian, himself:
The precentor cannot sell, or give away, or pledge any books; nor can he
lend any except on deposit of a pledge, of equal or greater value than the
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book itself. It is safer to fall back on a pledge, than to proceed against an
individual. Moreover he may not lend except to neighboring churches, or
to persons of conspicuous worth. (p. 50).
If the rules and regulations on lending failed to preserve a book for a library, however,
there was little else in place institutionally to prevent abuse, mishandling, or damage to
the pages that had been so dutifully rendered. With the exception of direct instructions to
the oblates on the proper care of books, the very last line of defense for a book was the
scribe‟s own direct appeal to the reader via his colophon. Every persuasive strategy could
be employed in the effort to appeal to that last outpost of house rule: the conscience of
the borrower.
What the “guardians of letters”19 worried over was not only the complete loss of a
manuscript when it simply went missing or the borrower blatantly refused to return it,
although that kind of negligence and even outright theft were the worst of the possible
outcomes for a library, especially if the book was of high value for either beauty or
accuracy, but also they worried over a full range of behaviors that resulted in partial loss
or damage to the pages, bindings, or covers. The handling of the bindings with undue
haste or roughness could mar the cloth or leather covering the boards that served as
covers, break the clasps, tear the stitches of the quires20, or break off ornamentation.
Individual pages could be ripped entirely out of their quire stitching, and even though
parchment is somewhat flexible, pages could still be “dog-eared,” punctured, torn,
19

The phrase comes from an explicit written on a papyrus scroll during the first century AD and is
also part of the title of a recent study by Kim Haines-Eitzen (2000) treating the reproduction and
transmission of early Christian writing. In its complete form, the explicit, translated from ancient Greek by
Drogin (1983, p. 57), reads: “[The colophon speaks:] I am the flourish, protector of the scribes/A reed
wrote me, with a right hand and knee/[The book speaks:] If you use me for anything, assist another/But if
you smear me, I will slander you before Euripedes, so desist.”
20
A quire is a gathering of pages, usually four sheets of parchment folded to form eight leaves or
bifolios or five sheets folded to form ten leaves. Once written on, these basic writing units were compiled,
sewn together, and bound as a complete manuscript (Clemens & Graham, 2007, p. 14).
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crumpled, and even defaced through careless inattention or willful disregard. Leaves,
blades of grass, straw, and even the rosebuds of May could be inserted between the pages
as bookmarks, and when left behind, distort the parchment, distend the closures, and rot
the pages with bacteria and mildew once the foreign material decayed. Sneezes, coughs,
running noses, greasy hands, dirty fingers, and blackened fingernails could mar the script
and damage the illuminations, leaving unsightly smudges, oily spots, and general filth in
the margins and over the text itself.
Culprits both inside and outside the cloister were to blame for such sacrilege, and
Richard De Bury in Chapter 17 of his Philobiblon (1344) gave no quarter in cataloging
the gruesome details of infractions against the pages that each class of reader was likely
to perpetrate as borrowers of books. Writing in a later century of the period, De Bury
considered the young in general to be most derelict as users of books, whether children of
the nobility, “impudent youths,” students, or novitiates. Children, notorious for crying,
drooling, and handling everything they see, were a particular threat to illustrations, but
even worse, “the laity, who look at a book turned upside down just as if it were open in
the right way, are utterly unworthy of any communion with books.” Thieves, above all,
inspired the greatest ire, however, for they “make terrible havoc by cutting off the
margins for paper on which to write their letters, leaving only the written text; or they
turn to various abuses [of] the flyleaves which are bound for the protection of the book.”
Considering the class of obedientiaries, De Bury recommended that oversight and
responsibility for the library be delegated only to an official of serious temperament so
that “no dirty scullion greasy from his pots and yet unwashed shall touch the lilies of the
books; but he that walketh without blemish shall minister to the precious volumes.” And
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indeed, the cantor, sub-cantor, or armarius who was appointed to oversee the
monastery‟s holdings was second only to the abbot in his responsibilities (Gasquet, 1904,
p. 61).
Among all other abusers, however, it is students “puffed up with infinite
absurdities” who incur the most disdain from the scribes and armari, and it is De Bury‟s
description of their habits that provides us, through “local color,” with a glimpse of
monastic life as it was for the young oblates who lived within the cloister. By the same
token, his description provides as well the many reasons for the vitriol that was directed
against them in the scribes‟ hypertexts:
You will perhaps see a stiff-necked youth lounging sluggishly in his study,
and when the winter‟s frost is sharp, his nose running from the nipping
cold drips down, nor does he think of wiping it with his pockethandkerchief until he has bedewed the book before him with the ugly
moisture. . . . his nails are stuffed with fetid filth as black as jet, with
which he marks any passage that pleases him. . . . He is not ashamed to eat
fruit and cheese over an open book, and to transfer his empty cup from
side to side upon it; and because he has not his alms-bag at hand he leaves
the rest of the fragments in his books.
Continually chattering, . . . he wets the book lying open in his lap with
sputtering showers. Aye, and then hastily folding his arms, he leans
forward on the book with his elbows, and by a brief spell of study invites a
prolonged nap; and then, by way of mending the wrinkles, he folds back
the margin of the leaves, to the no small detriment of the book.
Now the rain is over and gone . . . the neglector rather than the inspector
of books, stuffs his volume with firstling violets, roses, and quadrifoils. . .
. . He will next apply his wet hands to turning over the volumes, then beat
the white parchment all over with his dusty gloves, and with his finger
clad in long-used leather will hunt line by line through the page; then at
the sting of the biting flea the sacred book is flung aside, and is hardly shut
for another month, until it is so full of the dust . . . that it resists the effort
to close it.
Especially . . . we must restrain impudent youths from handling books—
those youths who, when they have learned to draw the shapes of letters,
soon begin . . . to be uncouth scribblers on the best volumes and, where
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they see some larger margin about the text, make a show with monstrous
letters; and if any other triviality whatsoever occurs to their imagination,
their unchastened pen hastens at once to draw it out. There . . . every
unlearned scribe proves the goodness of his pen . . . a practice . . .
injurious to the best of books, both as concerns their usefulness and their
price.
. . . Again, a becoming cleanness of hands would add much both to
books and scholars, if it were not that the itch and pimples are marks of
the clergy. As often as defects of books are noticed, we must quickly run
to mend them; for nothing lengthens faster than a slit, and a rent which is
neglected at the time will be repaired afterward with usury. (Ch. 17,
Philobiblon; as cited in Drogin, 1983, pp. 26-28)
Gasquet (1904) notes that in later centuries a yearly allotment of monies was provided to
the cantor for the ongoing repair and replacement of volumes (p. 62) that were despoiled
as a consequence of such rough usage, but for the scribes who had actually created the
volumes, no amount of money could compensate for the personal investment and long
hours of labor that had been obliterated so wantonly.
Not surprisingly, the book curses that were borrowed from antiquity and which
became a generic form within the texts that were copied expressed a varying range and
varying degrees of malediction, because it was for the scribes the last resort in attempting
to protect the most treasured resource of the period, “priceless in terms of labour,
purchase value, content, and aesthetics” (Drogin, 1983, p. 35). A few samples from the
Anathema (1983) collection will make the point that excommunication and physical
suffering in the now and the hereafter were the themes most often resorted to in
appending a book curse. Unlike the colophon or explicit attached as the final summary
comment on the scribe‟s feeling about the work he had just completed, the book curse
was written not at the end of a long production, but near the beginning, on the inside of
the cover or on one of the early pages of the text in order to ensure its salience for the
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reader. There was a variety of persuasive techniques used, all of which were employed
out of a shared generative love and concern, not for the reader, of course, but for the
book. Some were fairly mild, relying as we have already noted on pathos, expecting the
pains of the scribe to illicit a sense of guilt in the reader who would consider anything
less than thoughtful and meticulous care of the book. Others expressed the decidedly outof-character ill will of the scribe through the threat of excommunication, or anathema, as
was recorded by this familiar medieval curse: “May whoever steals or alienates this book,
or mutilates it, be cut off from the body of the church and held as a thing accursed, an
object of loathing” (Duncan, 1977; as cited in Drogin, 1983, p. 86). But a proper animus
toward the potentially ill-intended reader required greater detail and violence against his
body and soul as is represented in this highly descriptive book curse from the Spanish
monastery of San Pedro in Barcelona:
For him that stealeth, or borroweth and returneth not, this book from its
owner, let it change into a serpent in his hand & rend him. Let him be
struck with palsy, & all his members blasted. Let him languish in pain
crying aloud for mercy, & let there be no surcease to his agony till he sing
in dissolution. Let bookworms gnaw his entrails in token of the Worm that
dieth not, & when at last he goeth to his final punishment, let the flames of
Hell consume him forever. (Duncan, 1977; as cited in Drogin, 1983, p.
88).
The scribe‟s creativity against a book thief could show itself in finely parsed details of
suffering or in other more playful ways, the content of the curse notwithstanding, of
course. Drogin supplies two in particular that stand out for their ingenuity of
arrangement. The first is a kind of interlineal substitution that allows the reader to “fill in
the blanks,” and in so doing, to recognize the “divide” between the literally and
figuratively “elevated” one who nobly wrote the book and the literally and figuratively
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“lowered” one who would ignobly steal it. The visual rhetoric matches and reiterates
perfectly the unequivocal sentiment:
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atur
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(Madan, 1924; as cited in Drogin, 1983, pp. 90-91)
Written in the usual way, the curse would appear thus:
Sorte supernorum scriptor libri potiatur
Morte infernorum raptor libri moriatur
Or as supplied in English with the original graphic effect:
wrote
May he who

procure

this book

steals

joys

the

endure

life supernal;
of

pangs

death infernal.21

The second book curse provided by Drogin is highlighted for its creativity in
providing the usual vivid detail but also sound effects, as well as the final comment on
the thief‟s “just deserts.” We might recognize the first two lines as those appended to a
commercial line of “book plate” stickers that are even now sold in bookstore chains, the
company that incorporated the lines wisely choosing not to include the scribe‟s
admonition in its entirety. Additionally, the lines display visually its anonymous author‟s
poetic dexterity, as each line is a perfectly devised conflation of Latin and German, the
latter predicated on the former. In English, and in a form unsuitable for sale in Barnes &
Noble, the curse reads:
21

Translation credited in Drogin (1983) to F. David Harvey, University of Exeter, as personal
communication. (p. 90).
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This book belongs to none but me
For there‟s my name inside to see.
To steal this book, if you should try,
It‟s by the throat that you‟ll hang high.
And ravens then will gather „bout
To find your eyes and pull them out.
And when you‟re screaming “oh, oh, oh!”
Remember, you deserved this woe.
And in its original hybrid form:
Hic liber est mein
Ideo nomen scripsi drein.
Si vis hunc liberum stehlen,
Pendebis an der kehlen.
Tunc veniunt die raben
Et volunt tibi oculos ausgraben.
Tunc clamabis ach ach ach,
Ubique tibi recte geschach.
(Savage, 1911; as cited in Drogin, 1983, pp. 78-79)
Drogin commented at the end of his study of book curses with some levity that the glory
days of the medieval book curse had been replaced by nothing less than the trifling and
feeble library fine, and at the time of the publication of his research, it certainly had.
Nearly twenty years later, however, even a library fine of a dollar a day for lateness of
return lacks utterly any of vehemence, passion, or fury of the medieval anathema of more
than a millennium ago.
Still, though professional editors today may not feel the depth of intimacy with a
text copied letter by letter with their own hands, they still in many instances feel the same
proprietary interest in a text that has benefitted from their studied analysis and
emendation. While modern publication yields many more copies or downloads than the
single copy that was produced by scribal hands, none of which final versions an editor
today can be concerned about, there is yet in modern practice a sense of ownership and
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investment in the original texts that benefit from the editor‟s expertise. For the medieval
scribe, however, that proprietary relationship extended beyond production and
publication into the library of the monastery, the cloister, the schoolroom, and anywhere
else that his precious volumes were taken. The inherent value of a single book was more
than just the cost to the monastery to replace it. As the colophons and book curses reveal,
because there was a physical, intellectual, spiritual, and artistic investment in the books
that made up a significant portion of the wealth, power, and influence of the monastery,
that value was also personal to the man who helped create it. And while these scribal
hypertexts repeated familiar themes and standard litanies, they came to represent a genre
within that of hand-copied manuscripts that reveals the high value society placed on
books in general as well as the fervent and proprietary interest the scribes felt towards
their work and the books that were the result.
It is in these expressions from the working world of the monastic scribe that we
hear the voices of those whose efforts had such an enormous influence on the civilization
of the western world. Through them we get the most personal glimpse possible of just a
few details of their daily lives, as well as of the disposition, attitudes, temperament, and
even wit of England‟s first working editors. More importantly, Drogin‟s (1983) study of
the form reveals more about the work ethic of monastic scribes beyond the ideals we
have already discussed in terms of the moral and spiritual investment in the work. The
Anathema collection makes crystal clear the depth of the passionate and proprietary
interest in the quality, integrity, and preservation of the books they created, so much so
that the colophons and curses amount to a meta-text of sorts that made clear to every
reader the value of the text he or she was privileged to read and the obligation incumbent
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upon him or her as a member of the Church to regard each text as a sacred gift and
respect its medium as one uniquely worthy of divine protection.

232

Chapter 6. The Technologies of the Text
Between the time of the late Roman empire to the Renaissance, in nearly every
region of Britain and the Continent manuscript books were in continuous production,
from the most remote mountain and coastal cells of Celtic hermits in the fifth century; to
major monastic production centers such as those of Durrow and Kells (Ireland),
Barcelona (Spain), Monte Cassino (Italy), St. Gall (Switzerland), Aachen (Germany),
Luxeuil (France), and in Britain, Lindisfarne, Durham, York, Canterbury, and Winchester
(Avrin, 1991, p. 204); and all the way to stationers shops in urban hubs like Paris,
Bologna, and London in the fourteenth century. Until about 1100, nearly all of the
manuscript books produced were made in monasteries by the hands of scribal monks. By
1200, when universities and growing cities were increasing the demand for books,
manuscript book production became commercialized, and a number of new occupations
developed as each part of the book production process became more specialized and was
“outsourced” to a number of “subcontractors,” including professional scribes and the
materialmen who honed their artisan‟s knowledge and skill to supply parchments, inks,
paints, pigments, gold leaf, book bindings, and even metalwork for the orders that came
into stationers‟ shops. With so much activity invested in the production of reading
material over such a long period, the tremendous importance that books had for those
who valued them, and so much care dedicated to their protection and preservation, it is
easy to understand why the manuscript book is the most numerous of all artefacts
surviving from the medieval period (De Hamel, 1992, p. 4), fortunately so for those of us
who have a particular interest in the activity that represents the earliest editorial practice
on English soil.
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Given the number of years in which manuscript books were produced and the
variety of circumstances and workplaces of their production, we should bear in mind that
although some of what we know in terms of the production process can be discerned
from the treatises and craftsman‟s technical books that were written during the period,
especially in the later centuries, the rest must be gathered by paleographers (those who
study scripts) and codicologists (those who study the material aspects of the book) from
the artefacts themselves. But in doing so, even direct evidence is problematic because the
elements, characteristics, and implicit processes of production that can be discerned from
one example manuscript are not necessarily those of another, even among texts of similar
provenance. De Hamel (1992) summarizes the difficulty this way:
No specific statement about the production of a medieval manuscript can
be applied to every medieval manuscript; the field is simply too vast to
generalize. Nor is it easy to know where to begin or end the investigation.
Every proposition raises another question about where or why some
particular feature began or how it came to be there. Every conclusion is
incomplete without asking what happened next.
Over such a vast period, style cannot be discussed at all. The history of
handwriting and of pictorial art is extraordinarily interesting, as one
stream mingles with another and branches off again in infinitely complex
relationships. Each scribe or illuminator will write or paint in the style of
his time. One simply cannot go further than this without losing the thread
of the narrative. (pp. 4-5)
The problem is, of course, that even though we do have many medieval manuscripts as
the evidentiary basis of historical, paleographical, and codicological study, what survives
represents a patchwork from a much larger tapestry of work. Any given manuscript that
we have in hand may reveal elements, features, and processes that were typical of a
particular place and time or it may reveal only what was typical of the materials and work
of an individual; those particular threads may not run either lengthwise or crosswise to
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the full extent of the historical cloth. This difficulty emerges most with issues of
provenance and in discussions of script styles that aim to pinpoint a particular script as a
monastic “house style.”
But the same problem exists when it comes to discussions of the processes and
methods of artisan and craft work involved in producing the materials of the manuscript
codex. As much as individual scribes may have had their own methods and grafted their
own personal artistic stamps onto their productions within the scriptorium, the other
naturally human beings involved in the production of a manuscript book—both inside the
cloister, and in the early years of the period, just outside the interior courtyard—also had
their own private ways, means, and secret recipes for everything from ink to parchment
making, to book binding, to the metal work required for setting precious stones into book
covers. These individual variations were very much a part of the admixture of book
production in the medieval period, and no doubt the trial-and-error experimentation that
was required to produce the best results was a necessary, though very human, part of the
proprieties of production in any given scriptorium or even, perhaps, a given region.
Working out “best practice” for producing the best materials and tools was an ongoing
effort for each writing room, especially in the early centuries of the monastic period
before the conversi, or lay brethren, took on the heavier work of agriculture and animal
husbandry and the monks themselves performed most of the manual labor on the precinct
and had, at least collectively, hands-on workman‟s knowledge of the technologies, tools,
and materials that were required for the production of the best manuscripts.
Before taking up the details of the arts and crafts that went into the material
production of the manuscript book, it is important to make three points concerning these
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technologies of text that will be under discussion relative to the editorial nature of scribal
work. First, as much as editors today have an understanding and appreciation of both the
capacities and limitations of the tools and materials they use in doing their work, the
monastic scribe of the medieval period also knew, perhaps even more intimately than we
do today, how the materials he used as well as the processes used to create them would
affect the quality of his final production. The same would have been true of his tools.
Second, we must remember that like editors today, the scribes of the scriptorium not only
worked through similar stages of document planning and production that we do today in
terms of logistics, layout, format, script style, work assignments, and other specifications
of materials and process, but unlike editors today, the scribes actually made first-hand
the “published” copy, itself, and so depended upon a number of technological processes
involved in the making of ink, pen, and parchment, at the very least, with which he was
well acquainted and of which he may have even had a workman‟s knowledge. Third,
even though by the standards of publication and the values of production that we expect
as a matter of course in documentation today the manuscript books of the medieval
period may seem primitive in comparison in many respects, the finest productions of the
age also depended on a variety of processes, tools, skills, and craftsmanship that were
themselves technologies of production, in much the same terms that technologies are a
part of the output of our own workplaces today, though, we might concede, without the
same register of human grace and artistic luxury that are evident on medieval pages. Just
as editing is not necessarily associated with the printing press and mass production does
not necessarily require automation, neither is the notion of technology limited by an
association with machinery. By the same token, the technologies of text can refer to quite
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a number of articulations—from the chemical processes at work in the making of ink, to
the ostensibly simple knife cuts that engineer a quill pen, to the bio-mechanical processes
of parchment making, and even to the syntactic and semantic structures that articulate the
relationships between words and phrases on the page. The point is that when the
monastic scribes of medieval Britain put their pens to the page, they were literally and
figuratively up to their elbows in all of them.
Ink
The brothers of the writing room used any one of a variety of inks, and
particularly in the early centuries of the period when monasteries were populated by
smaller communities of monks and specialized functions within the enclosure had not yet
become typical, a monk waking at the sound of the first bell for Nocturnes or Vigils may
have risen with the acrid tang in his nostrils of simmering oak galls wafting up the stairs
of the dormitory from the calefactory below, or even the kitchen just down the night
stairs. It would not have been a pleasant smell, though it would have been quite familiar,
because oak gall ink was one of the most commonly used inks of the period. A much
older ink that had been used in the ancient and eastern worlds and, according to Avrin
(1991), continued to be used in Britain until the seventh or eighth century (p. 214), was
lampblack ink, an intensely black charcoal ink made by holding various cold metal
objects over the flame of an oil lamp until a soot formed; the carbon could then be
scraped off and mixed with liquid and a binding agent such as gum Arabic, the sticky
resin from the acacia tree (Acacia Arabica) native to Africa, the Middle East, and India,
or a suitable western alternative such as the gum of fruit or nut trees, acquired simply by
making cuts in the bark and collecting the resin as sap. Somewhat watery in consistency,
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lampblack ink nevertheless provided a dense black color and also afforded the advantage
of being easily removed from the page surface simply by scraping or washing off. While
it worked very well on papyrus and had been the ink of choice for that medium
throughout the classical period, parchment tended to resist the ink rather than absorb it so
that the ink trace wound up merely floating on the surface of the page. Not only was
lampblack ink unsuitable to parchment, but depending on the mix of its constituent
ingredients, over time it proved less durable for breaking down fairly quickly over time.
Clemens and Graham (2007) explain that the better match for parchment (the
prepared skin of an animal, typically goat, calf, or sheep) were the metallic inks made
from organic iron salts such as iron or copper sulfate or green vitriol. These inks had
acidic or caustic properties that allowed them, once they had oxidized, to “eat into” the
parchment after they were applied, essentially “etching” the surface so that the ink not
only bound more thoroughly to the page with its colorant but also debrided the animal
skin along its trace, this property giving rise to the Latin term incaustrum from which our
word ink derives (p. 19). Too, it is this quality of the ink that allows paleographers to
detect the presence of a script long after the colorant in the ink has disappeared from the
page, since the etched furrows left by the ink remain embedded in the surface of the
parchment, thereby allowing the script to be restored through microscopy, chemical
means, visualization with ultraviolet light, or multispectral digital photography (pp. 109110). Palimpsests1 or documents with more than a single layer of script written on them
preserved and also reveal their original texts in just this way.

1

A palimpsest is a parchment document that has been “repurposed” by scraping or washing away
the original text and replacing it with a new one, thus saving the expense of a new sheet and disposing of
texts that were invalid (legal documents), outdated (liturgical texts), or of no interest (classical secular
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Iron-gall ink was made from the acidic “tea” of oak galls, the outgrowths of plant
tissue on the branches of oak trees that form in response to a parasitic infestation. In the
case of the oak tree, the invading parasite is a wasp, aphid, or gall fly that lays its eggs
within the tissue of the branch, causing a protuberance or a protective gall to form in
response as the tree attempts to contain the infection. The compartment formed around
the invading larva is rich in plant nutrients, enabling the growth of the insect into full
form and producing an excrescence on the branch of the tree that is rich in acids. When
the oak galls or “gall nuts” are harvested and soaked or simmered in liquid over a period
of days, the extract that results is especially high in gall and tannic acid. By themselves,
these acids are colorless, but when mixed with either an iron or copper salt and oxidized
in the open air, a black or grey ink is the result that will last over an extended period of
time before eventually fading to brown or tan. While many recipes were in circulation for
a variety of inks made during the medieval period, variations depending on the trial-anderror experimentation of individuals as well as the regional availability of different plant
species, iron-gall ink was most favored as early as the third century, according to De
Hamel (1992, p. 32), and was used extensively as the preferred choice particularly after
the seventh or eighth century (Avrin, 1991, p. 214).
Whether the ink was metallic-based or entirely organic, most recipes required just
three basic components: a colorant, a binder, and a carrier or liquid. For iron-gall ink, the
colorant was the result of the chemical reaction among tannic or gall acid, the metallic
salt, and oxygen. For other types of ink, the colorant could come from acorns, bark, and
thorns, the most common of which was made from the bark and thorns of the blackthorn
texts). All centuries of the medieval period produced palimpsests, but the greatest number are dated from
the seventh and eighth centuries (Clemens & Graham, 2007, pp. 108-109).
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tree, which produced with its wine carrier a distinctive ink of reddish-brown color (Avrin,
1991, 214). The binder was supplied by tree gum, egg white, sizing (the gelatinous
solution resulting after skins were soaked in water during the parchment-making
process), honey, and even saliva (Clemens & Graham, 2007, p. 31). Perhaps the greatest
experimentation occurred in the recipes with the nature of the carrier liquid. Iron gall ink
could contain solvents as ordinary as water, vinegar, or wine, but recipes for pigments
used in the painting of some of the highest quality and most luxuriously decorated
manuscripts could include ingredients as peculiar to us as “putrid urine,” “burial earth,”
“dog dung,” and “the manure of large animals,” (Blondheim, 1928, p. 124; as cited in
Avrin, 1991, p. 218).
To make iron-gall ink, one of the monks or the lay brethren assigned to the task
would have been sent outside of the enclosure with the permission of the abbot to harvest
the galls from the trees. Once harvested, the gall nuts would have been taken either to the
cellarer of the kitchen, or if weather and season permitted, to a working space, preferably
in the open air beyond the inner courtyard since the smell from the galls would have been
unpleasant, where a large pot or vat would allow for several days of soaking and then
simmering of the nuts in either water, vinegar, or wine. The balance of the process is
simply a matter of mixing, boiling, reducing, and straining—in addition to adding
perhaps some signature ingredient—as is evident in this recipe set out by Clemens and
Graham (2007) and translated from Latin from a fifteenth-century Italian manuscript
(Newberry Library, MS. 25, folio 2r):
To make good ink. Take three ounces of oak galls. Grind them a little.
Take two phials of wine. Put the galls in the wine and simmer until
reduced by a third or a half. Then remove from the heat. Then take an
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ounce and a half of ground iron sulfate and sprinkle it on the simmered
wine, mixing with a wooden spatula until cool. Also take an ounce and a
half of gum Arabic that has been ground a little, and put it in the same
vessel, mixing with a wooden spatula, and leave to stand for a day.
Another method for making perfect ink of the best quality. Take little
oak galls ground like broken chickpea, three pints of clean fresh water,
and two ounces of gum arabic, and mix everything together. Then take an
ounce and a half of the rind of pomegranates and wrap this in a cloth and
put it in the aforesaid water and leave to stand for five days. Then simmer
on a slow heat, and while it is slowly simmering, add a pint and a half of
good vinegar, and simmer until reduced by a third. And when it has
simmered sufficiently, strain it through a thick shirt while still simmering,
and dissolve into it an ounce and a half of iron sulfate, stirring with a
spatula, and then it is ready. (p. 20)
The reduction processes in both the making of iron-gall ink and those made of bark,
thorns, and even berries allowed for these inks, compared to the older lampblack inks and
even to those used in fountain pens just a generation or two ago, to be thicker in
consistency and flow onto the page more slowly—and with greater control—than might
otherwise be imagined. The point is worth remembering when considering the
effectiveness of the quill pen and its mechanical engineering.
The ink making process was similar, too, for pigments that were used not only in
the fabulous illuminations that distinguished the output of the medieval monasteries in
Britain and Europe but also in what we might call the visual language of the text,
including the formatting innovations of rubrication, that is the provision of red-colored
titles in the manuscripts that were being copied, as well as the demarcation of different
divisions, sections, and subsections of “body” text by litterae notabiliores (more
noticeable letters). Clemens and Graham (2007) explain that the red pigment used to
highlight titles in order to make them stand out from the rest of the text was red lead, an
oxide of lead made as an end-product of the heating of white lead or flake-white, which
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itself was made in a wooden vat by covering thinned sheets of lead in a “bath” of vinegar
or urine over a period of several weeks. The white precipitate or lead oxide that resulted
was termed minium in Latin, and the small drawings, portraits, and scenes so
characteristic of Books of Hours are called miniatures because originally the term for
such an illustration indicated a picture drawn in minium. Once this precipitate or flakewhite was ground down on a stone, placed into pots, and stirred over an open fire, it
would eventually transform into a fully red powder (pp. 24-5).
While red lead was used principally for rubrication, the pigment was also used as
a component of “document design” to highlight the more elaborate initials that were used
in separating portions of body text into various sections and subsections for the purpose
of organizing and stratifying the content of the manuscript‟s text. Between the eighth and
the eleventh centuries, the litterae notabiliores were set off with red and yellow,
principally; after the eleventh century, the most often used pigments for these initials
were red and green, though by the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the preferred
choice was for red and blue (Clemens & Graham, 2007, p. 25). Corrections to the text
after the manuscript was completed were also appended in red, the salience of the
emendation a deliberate rhetorical strategy that served to authenticate the accuracy of the
reproduced text as a faithful copy of the exemplar by highlighting the editorial process
that essentially created, either in between the lines or in the margins, a final iteration of
the original transcript. Recognizable as one of the signature marks of medieval scribal
culture, the red-leaded emendations were, á la Adrian Johns (1991), one of the
“proprieties of parchment.”
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Avrin (1991) explains that orpiment or arsenic sulfide supplied the key ingredient
for yellow pigment, though it was poisonous to its makers, as were several others
routinely made during the period. Yellow could also be made from organics such as
saffron, yellow flower petals, and other vegetable materials. Naturally occurring minerals
such as Crocus Martis were also used to yield a vivid, bright yellow (p. 218). Less costly
than orpiment, green pigment could be made from organic sources such as iris, parsley,
and rue, but was more commonly made as a do-it-yourself chemical process, the end
result of which was verdigris, a precipitate formed on copper sheets after they were hung
above a sealed vat of hot vinegar. Among the most interesting of medieval ink recipes,
both for its technical detail and creative use of what we would consider to be memorable
though dubious ingredients, the following recipe set out by Avrin (1991) is from an old
Portuguese handbook:
Take very thin leaves of copper foil and wet them in very hot and strong
vinegar, and put them in a pot leaning on its side. Smear the mouth of the
pot with honey and cover it with potsherds [shards of pottery] and burial
earth or manure of large animals and let it stand thirty-one days. At the
end of these days take out the pot and you will find verdegris.
Take a wide bowl and half fill it with very putrid urine and take a basin of
brass, very well washed from the bottom to the top, and place it above the
bowl in such a way that the urine does not come within two fingers‟
distance of the bottom of the basin. Let the bottom of the basin be smeared
with good honey, and the basin itself be half full of the same urine. And
above the basin place upside down another bowl. Above the bowl place
coverings for pack mules, and pour the urine from the basin into the bowl
placed at the bottom. And go to the bottom of the basin and you will find
the honey which you placed on it turned into verdegris . . . . And for
tempering this green, when you wish to work with it, grind it previously
very thoroughly and place in it a little saffron well ground, and temper it
with gum-water, for there is no devil who can take away its worth from
this color. (Blondheim, 1928, p. 124, as cited in Avrin, 1991, p. 218)
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From the point of view of paleographers, verdigris is particularly notable for retaining the
acidic properties of the vinegar used in precipitating it and for the corrosive effect it
displays on parchment in certain instances, often leaving sizeable holes in manuscript
pages where once were litterae notabiliores or drawings (Clemens & Graham, 2007, p.
27).
Blue pigment is prominent in quality manuscripts of the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries and was just as important to the medieval scriptorium as red, not only for
embellished initials and miniatures but also for high-status manuscripts commissioned by
the nobility and other wealthy patrons as well as for the more important sacred texts. In
antiquity, blue pigment was derived from the exotic lapis lazuli, an expensive import that
the Romans purchased from its sole source in Persia (Avrin, 1991, p. 217), the mountain
mines of present-day Afghanistan. The mineral was imported by Columba‟s monastery
on Iona for use in the illuminations of the Book of Kells, but because of its rarity and high
cost, substitutes were otherwise generally found for the pigment that included mineral
sources such as the copper ore azurite and plant sources such as indigo and woad, the
broad-leafed shrub from which the Celts of the Roman period made dye with which to
stain their faces and bodies blue. No matter their colorant, pigments were applied to
parchment with whipped glair, or egg white, which served as a fixative.
Other inks of white, gold, and silver were also made during the medieval period
for application on colored parchment leaves, typically purple for the most luxurious
manuscript books. For many years paleographers assumed that the purple-dyed
parchment of some medieval manuscripts was the result of the application of Tyrian
purple, also known as Royal Purple, imperial purple, or purple of the ancients, an
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extremely costly dye reserved in antiquity for the exclusive use of the imperial family.
Made from the mucus of the hypobranchial gland of several species of marine mollusks
or sea snails native to the Mediterranean Sea, the dye was time consuming to produce and
its precursors difficult to harvest, thus accounting for its extravagant cost. Originally
produced in Tyre, its use is documented in texts as old as 1600 B.C., according to
Cooksey (2012), and constitutes “the first large scale chemical industry [that] spread
throughout the world.” Pliny the Elder (23-79 AD) wrote about the process of harvesting
the glands of the mollusks in his Naturalis Historia, circa 77-79 AD:
Two kinds of shell-fish furnish the purple and the conchylian dyes - the
colours used for both are the same, but they are mixed in different
proportions....
Purples are caught with a sort of small wicker basket cast into the deep,
and containing as bait bivalves which snap their shells together, as mussels
are known to do. These bivalves, though half-dead, revive on returning to
the sea and gape open greedily. The purples seek them out and attack them
with protruding tongue, but the mussels shut up as soon as they feel the
sting, and hold their assailants fast. Thus suspended, the purples are taken
up, caught by their own greed.
The best time to catch them is after the rising of the dog-star or before
spring arrives, for, when they have produced the honeycomb-like
exudation, the juice is too thin. Yet, this fact, although of the utmost
importance, is not recognised in the dye factories. The vein already
mentioned is then extracted and about a sextarius [ca. 7 lb] of salt added to
each hundred pounds of material. It should be soaked for three days, for
the fresher the extract, the more powerful the dye, then boiled in a leaden
vessel. Next, five hundred pounds of dye-stuff, diluted with an amphora
[about 8 gallons] of water, are subjected to an even and moderate heat by
placing the vessels in a flue communicating with a distant furnace.
Meanwhile, the flesh which necessarily adheres to the veins is skimmed
off and a test is made about the tenth day by steeping a well-washed fleece
in the liquefied contents of one of the vessels. The liquid is then heated till
the colour answers to expectations. A frankly red colour is inferior to one
with a tinge of black. The wool drinks in the dye for five hours and after
carding is dipped again and again until all the colour is absorbed. (Book
XI, Section lxii; as cited in Cooksey, 2012)
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While Clemens and Graham (2007) note that fluoroscopic testing of some medieval
manuscripts with purple parchment leaves has shown that the dye used on those pages
was produced by some pigment other than Tyrian purple, there is yet a manuscript
currently in the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana which has recently tested positive for the
exotic pigment in some of its lettering, attracting keen new academic interest (p. 29).
Known as the Barbarini Gospels or Wigbald Gospels, the text is an illuminated insular
manuscript of Hiberno-Saxon origin dating from the eighth century, the technical
brilliance of its artistry having been compared with that of the Book of Kells. Because its
provenance remains a subject of debate, it will be fascinating to see how new interest in
the volume and further investigation may account for the use of imperial purple in its
embellished letters. At the very least, the story of how the rare and coveted spittle of a
small Mediterranean sea snail made its way into what must have been the somewhat
trembling hands of, perhaps, an Anglo-Saxon monk in a late eighth century
Northumbrian monastery is bound to be a fascinating tale—not to mention the
overwhelming temptation that particular ink pot must have held for Titivillus.
Pen
De Hamel (1992) has noted the near absence of medieval instructions for the
cutting of pens, either for the reed or the quill, and concludes that the reason for this lack
must be that the process was so self-evident and so well-practiced an activity that there
was no value in writing about it (p. 27). While it is true that modern calligraphers who
engineer their own quill pens become quickly adept at making the few quick cuts to
shape the point, I rather suspect that the cutting of the medieval pen was more of an art
tailored to suit the personal preferences of the individual scribe than is suggested by the
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paucity of instruction on the subject. In fact, to De Hamel‟s point, idiosyncrasy and
subtlety rather than presumed obviousness may actually be what accounts for the meager
commentary on what may have been as personal an exercise as handwriting, itself: so
many ways to wield the tool, so many subtle variations as a result of a hundred finely
tuned movements of the human hand. Given the anatomy of the quill pen, such subtle
variations in cutting technique would affect not only the broadness or fineness of the nib
(the point that actually makes contact with the page), its angle relative to the page, the
length, width, and spacing between the tines (the twin “feet” of the nib, separated by the
slit which directs the ink flow), the amount of pressure the hand and fingers apply to the
shaft of the quill in tracing the letterforms, the sequence of pen strokes required for each
form, and even the rate at which the ink flowed onto the parchment. All of these factors,
in addition to the particular characteristics of a given sheet of parchment and the viscosity
and chemical properties of the ink, would affect the ductus of the script and therefore the
final product of the scribe‟s labors. If the poetic sentiment of Drogin (1980) is correct that
the art of beautiful writing resides in the extension of the scribe‟s own concept of
“ultimate grace and perfect balance” into the letter form and that writing “places one‟s
soul at the tip of the pen for all to see” (p. 3), then I suggest that the very creation of the
tool that enables the artistry on the page involves more than just a few swift cuts to the
shaft of a feather. As Tillotson (2011) notes, “. . . a lot of patience and practice would
have been required to get a good result. Simple technology is like that” (Tools and
Materials, The Quill Pen, para. 1). Given the scribe‟s personal and professional
investment in his final production, it seems quite reasonable to believe that, in short, all
quill pens were not created equal in the monastic scriptorium.
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The reed pen had been the writing tool of choice for the Mediterranean during
ancient times, but the quill pen was one of the technologies of text most preferred by
western hands in Britain and throughout Europe during the medieval period. The long
primary flight feathers of the goose or swan were most desirable, plucked from live birds
in the spring when the ten “primaries” at the tip of each wing had reached full growth and
the artery and vein that extend up through the calamus or quill have receded, leaving a
strong and flexible feather with a shaft of pearly whiteness. Since these pinion feathers
(the equivalent of flaps on airplane wings) grow with a slight natural curve either to the
right or the left depending on the wing they adorn, the feather of choice for a righthanded scribe would be one that curves slightly to the right and out of the way of the text
being formed; thus, a left pinion feather would most suit a “righty,” a right pinion feather,
a “lefty” (De Hamel, 1992, p. 29).
Once the feathers were collected, they had to be dried in order to harden the
keratin of which the quill shaft is composed, the same protein substance that forms our
hair and nails. The feathers could either be left in the open air over some months to dry,
or their hardening could be accelerated by soaking them in a water bath and then
plunging them into a vat of heated sand. Both processes allowed for the easy scraping
away of the thin elastic membrane covering the calamus exterior as well as the pithy
material lining the interior of the shaft. Once dried, the feathery barbs or plumes
projecting from the narrower end of the quill could be removed without difficulty,
leaving a mostly bare, smooth, and hollow “pen barrel” that was free of protrusions and
easy to grasp.
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A small, sharp knife—not surprisingly dubbed a “penknife”—is the essential tool
in the making of the quill pen, serving also as the scribe copied his manuscript to hold
down the somewhat “springy” surface of the parchment, enabling copying without adding
to the page inadvertent smudges or oils from the scribe‟s fingers and hand. The penknife
was also essential for scraping away mistakes, leaving a slightly roughed spot that could
be smoothed with a quick application of chalk rubbed into the dermis before adding the
correct letters or words. Cennino Cennini (c. 1370-1440) writing in the fifteenth century
in his Il libro dell‘arte provides us with the technical instructions for making a goose
quill pen for both script and illustration:
If you need to learn how this goose quill should be cut, get a good, firm
quill, and take it, upside down, straight across the two fingers of your left
hand; and get a very nice sharp penknife, and make a horizontal cut one
finger along the quill; and cut it by drawing the knife toward you, taking
care that the cut runs even and through the middle of the quill. And then
put the knife back on one of the edges of this quill, say on the left side,
which faces you, and pare it, and taper off toward the point. And cut the
other side to the same curve, and bring it down to the same point. Then
turn the pen around the other side up, and lay it over your left thumb nail;
and carefully, bit by bit, pare and cut that little tip, and make the shape
broad or fine, whichever you want, either for drawing or for writing. (as
cited in Clemens & Graham, 2007, p. 18)
The illustrations below are adapted from Tillotson‟s (2011) web pages on
medieval writing and provide a visual display of the four basic steps described in
Cennini‟s text, plus the additional step of cutting away the quill end, a first step which
has been omitted in the original instruction.
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Figure 8. Hand drawing of steps in cutting a quill pen adapted from Tillotson (2012).
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Keeping in mind the variables already mentioned regarding the many subtle differences
in the penknife cuts that are possible according to the needs and personal preferences of
the scribe, it is easy to recognize how the cut of the nib (broad, narrow, angled, straight,
smooth, or rough) and the width and length of the tines could affect the size and quality
of the ductus, the appearance of the pen strokes, and even the flow of the ink. Not only
did the initial cuts determine in part the quality of the script or drawing, but as the scribe
worked hour after hour, the lightness of his implement allowing the nib to skate smoothly
across the soft suede texture of the parchment surface, he had to stop after every page or
so and “refresh” the nib of his pen by re-cutting its tip in order to maintain a lean, clean,
and squared off leading edge. According to De Hamel (1980), a busy scribe taking
dictation might easily be required to have within his reach “sixty or a hundred quills
ready cut and sharpened in advance” (p. 29), though in the monastic writing room of the
period where quality rather than quantity was of greater priority in the reproduction of
sacred texts, the pace of copying as measured in number of quills used per hour would
have been much slower.
While carpel tunnel syndrome, monitor fatigue, and the occasional paper cut may
be the most that a modern-day editor might fear from the tools of his or her workplace as
a consequence of editing, the monastic scribe of the medieval period may have similarly
sported a continual round of penknife cuts to his hands and fingertips in consequence of
quill maintenance, though he would also have been quick to point out his aching back,
dimming eyesight, and knitted kidneys. It is likely, too, that his writing hand was
perpetually stained with whatever color of ink he was working with. Such might have
been the only visible evidence of his occupation within his community—and the
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craftsman‟s knowledge that went along with it. Unlike we who edit documents today,
however, that exist for most of their “shelf lives” electronically rather than materially, the
scribes whose labors produced the manuscript books of the monastery created texts in 3D, that is, texts of no uncertain length, width, depth, heft, color, and texture that were
experienced simultaneously as intellectual, social, and spiritual points of reference as
well as material commodities and objects of art, worship, and study. For the scribes who
produced literally and materially every single copy of the texts they were recreating, their
investment in production included first-hand experience with every raw material and
technological process that enabled “publication.” This intimate connection with the
means of production was, of course, a necessity, and most typical of the early Middle
Ages when the cloister was sustained by what were essentially its own cottage industries
within the precinct.
Parchment
Parchment is the skin of an animal, most often that of a goat, cow, or sheep,
although the number of manuscripts containing pages made from the skins of deer, pig,
squirrel, and rabbit are probably underestimated. This is likely because without
microscopic examination and specialized knowledge in animal dermatology, it is almost
impossible to identify the species from which any given page of parchment was derived
(De Hamel, 1992, p. 8), and because generally skins were consistently well processed
during the medieval period, despite some variation in method between the Continent and
Britain, including the Celtic and Anglo-Saxon monastic foundations in Europe. Neither
codicologists today nor readers of the Middle Ages can or could determine what the
original animal was whose hide was used. Thus, the terms parchment and vellum are used
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almost interchangeably by paleographers, codicologists, museums, and libraries.
Sometimes the two terms are used to distinguish the skin of the purported adult goat,
sheep, or cow (parchment) as opposed to the skin of the kid, lamb, or calf (vellum, or
vitellus in Latin, the same root from which veal derives), which is generally softer,
smoother, and whiter in comparison. Other sources simply use vellum to refer to a
parchment of especially high quality. Still others use exclusively either parchment (i.e.,
the Bodleian Library at Oxford) or vellum (i.e., the British Library in London) as a
blanket term to refer to all pages made of animal skin, regardless of the source animal, its
age, or the fineness of the product (De Hamel, 1992, p. 8). Calligraphers and modern
parchment makers employ their own definitions, using the terms to distinguish specific
attributes of the skins, particularly thickness and the extent of processing (Clemens &
Graham, 2007, p. 9).
The invention of parchment is credited by Pliny to King Eumenes II of Pergamum
(pergamenum in medieval Latin from which parchment derives), a city in Asia Minor of
the second century BC, in response to a shortage of papyrus caused by an interruption in
the supply as a consequence of a trade blockade of the commodity (De Hamel, 1992, p.
8). By the fourth century A.D., parchment had become the favored writing medium,
largely replacing papyrus as the more durable writing support that tolerated the higher
humidity and much colder temperatures of the West while affording a smoother writing
surface that bound well with metal-based inks. Papyrus was reserved in the West for
limited special purposes, charters for example, but according to Clemens and Graham
(2007), “Parchment is literally the substrate upon which virtually all knowledge of the
Middle Ages has been transmitted to us” (p. 9). Even after the printing press
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revolutionized textual history and paper became the new substrate of the written word,
parchment continued to be used for high-status manuscript books and some of the earliest
printed books for wealthy customers who could afford the price of such specialized
printing.
One of the most important of the early cottage industries within the monastery
was the making of parchment, and without a doubt scribes were involved in nearly every
phase of its production, particularly in the early centuries of the period when monastic
foundations were first established and the brethren performed a fuller range of the
physical labors required for the daily operation and maintenance of the community.
Parchment quality is the result of multiple variables attaching to its origin and
production: the species and age of the animal, the color of its wool or hair, its health, the
manner in which the creature was slaughtered, the chemicals used to clean the pelt, the
thoroughness with which the hair and fat are removed from the hide, the care with which
the hide is handled as it is stretched on the frame, the skill with which the skin is scraped
under tension and then washed, and finally, the degree of control the parchment maker
exercised over the drying process. Because medieval parchment is regarded by
codicologists generally as a high quality writing support, particularly when compared
with parchment of the sixteenth century, given so many variables that could affect the
quality of the product that the early Church relied on for the progress of its mission and
the advance of its influence, it is remarkable that such a labor-intensive process
undertaken by communities of monks under fairly primitive circumstances could have
produced such a quality writing medium so consistently.
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The preparation of parchment requires time, patience, care, and method, for it is a
slow and repetitive process, considering the many steps that are involved and the skill
required to ensure the bio-mechanical process that results in the transformation of the
animal skin to a writing surface of supple smoothness. Avrin (1991) points out that the
parchment making process is somewhat akin to the making of leather (p. 210), but rather
than applying tannins or tawing agents that prompt a chemical process in the production
of leather, the skins processed as parchment are limed, stretched, and scraped, which as a
bio-physical process actually produces an alteration in the dermis cell structure that
becomes set as a consequence of the natural tendency of the hide to shrink against the
opposing tension of being stretched and dried on a frame (Clemens & Graham, 2007, p.
12). The result is a transformation of the structure of the membrane, itself. As Tillotson
remarked of “the simple technology” of quill pen engineering, a good result requires
practice and patience. The same is true for what appears to be the somewhat primitive
technologies of the parchment making process (limewater, wooden paddles, a scraping
tool, and “elbow grease”), although it must be added that access to a cold stream of fresh
running water was also crucial to the final result.2
The supply of parchment to the community would have depended upon the meateating habits of the monastery, its infirmary, and perhaps even more significantly, its
guesthouse, since the community was restricted by rule from partaking of the flesh of
four-legged animals, though the policy did not apply to monks who were ill, nor to the

2

Avrin (1991) explains that poor quality parchment and vellum was often the result of a
monastery‟s lack of access to a stream or river which would have allowed the parchment maker to fully
rinse the hides after their various limewater soakings and scrapings to remove hair, wool, and flesh. “Hairy
parchment,” therefore, can be a tell-tale indicator of the probable location of a monastery when provenance
is in question.
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steady round of pilgrims, politicians, court officials, and other visitors to the precinct who
made full use of the hostelry and the hospitality for which monasteries became known. If
the cellarer could not provide enough skins for the writing room, the precentor or
armarius may have looked to local shepherds for a tithe, purchased the hides from area
farmers, or bargained for them with another supplier in the nearest village. Whatever the
means and terms employed to acquire the hides, the processing of them into parchment
required a partly open-air building of some sort where soaking vats, frames, scudding
tools, and the skins themselves could be stored and kept out of the elements when
necessary. Most important of all was a ready supply of fresh water and drainage because
more than one full round of soaking, washing, and re-soaking was essential to the quality
of the parchment. While the work was critical to the creation and recreation of
manuscript books and so was one of the most important technological processes of the
age, it was not desirable work. As Leila Avrin (1991) explains, the work was not pleasant
because “a parchment factory smells like a slaughterhouse. It was built outside the
monastery and town in the direction opposite that of the prevailing winds for good
reason” (p. 210).
Once the animals were slaughtered, the skins were either stored in brine
temporarily or taken immediately to the parchment maker. If the hides had been
purchased or bartered for, the monastic official in charge of the transaction would have
looked for the best skins. He would have chosen the largest pelts with the lightest colored
hair or wool and passed over those with evidence of bites, wounds, parasites, mites, and
signs of disease in order to ensure sheets of parchment that would be free of holes, scar
tissue, mottling, excessive veining, and other defects that would either have to be repaired
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by the parchment maker or worked around as the scribes copied their texts and
embellished their manuscripts as “wraps” around the hole or blemish. An average calf
skin would yield about three-and-a-half medium-sized sheets of finished parchment
(Clemens & Graham, 2007, p. 11). Of course, for the higher status manuscripts of sacred
writings and scripture, only the finest, palest, softest parchment was used, suggesting the
heaviness of the responsibility on the shoulders of those responsible for either overseeing
the acquisition of the hides or the parchment making process, itself, since it is estimated
that between 200 and 250 hides of goat or sheep were required for the production of a
single Bible manuscript (Avrin, 1991, p. 213). A parchmenter and his customer are
depicted below in a small illustration from the thirteenth-century Hamburg Bible.

Figure 9. In this thirteenth-century German manuscript, the historiated initial depicts a parchment
maker displaying his wares to a monk-client. Note the half-moon-shaped lunellarium used for scraping
hides in the foreground and a hide drawn taut on pippins on the wooden frame behind it. (1255
Hamburg Bible, Royal Library Copenhagen, MS 4, 2, f. 183v.) Reproduced with permission of The
Royal Library, Denmark, under Creative Commons License BY-NC-ND.
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Once the parchmenter had his skins in hand, his first task would be to wash the
hides in a bath of cold running water over the course of two or three days, if he had
access to such a resource. If not, the skins would have been placed in a large wooden or
stone-lined vat filled with limewater, preferably limewater that had already been used in
order to make the softening of the hair a more gradual process. The skins would have
been folded over on their flesh sides and left to soak for a week to ten days or more in the
summer, and nearly twice as long in the colder months. Long wooden poles or paddles
would be used to stir the mass of pelts periodically throughout each day. When this first
soaking was complete, the parchmenter pulled the skins from the vat and laid them over a
beam so that the hair could be scraped from what is known as the “grain side” of the hide.
A curved-blade knife would have been required for this stage of quick and spirited
scraping, and the fratre pergamentarii assigned to de-hairing had to be careful not to tear
or make holes in the skin. De Hamel (1992) notes that in modern day parchment making,
this stage of preparation demands both experience and “a surprising delicacy of touch”
for the best result (p. 11). If the skins were damaged at any stage of the scraping process,
the parchmenter could sew the rift back together, or if the hole was small, it was also
possible to make a glutinous patch of softened bits and pieces of skin that could be
applied nearer the final drying process and “fill” the hole, although both repairs would be
evident in the final product—and the folio from which it would be made.
After the hair was removed, the hide was turned over, and the fat and fleshy tissue
clinging to the inner side of the skin was also removed in the same fashion. The skin was
then returned either to bath of fresh water or another batch of limewater for two or three
days more to finalize the cleaning and remove the lime from the skin. The solutions for
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both de-hairing and rinsing could vary from time to time, place to place, and parchmenter
to parchmenter, and some of these variations in process and recipe were well guarded
secrets. Avrin (1991) notes that some “tricks of the trade” were borrowed from leather
making, including that of using dog dung in the de-hairing solution; the pancreatic
enzymes and bacteria in the feces helped to break down skin and fat tissue, so facilitating
de-hairing and cleansing of the pelt (p. 210). Not surprisingly, de-hairing and cleaning
were the most difficult and malodorous parts of the parchment making process, and it is
no wonder that whatever facility was constructed for the job was placed well down-wind
and down-current of the cloister. Once the cleaning stage was complete, if the skins were
not going to be used right away, they were hung out, thoroughly dried in the sun and
open air, and stored until ready for further processing, at which time they would simply
be dampened in preparation for stretching on frames.
The making of the actual parchment started with a rubbery wet skin that was
stretched onto either a rectangular or, more rarely, a circular wooden frame. Simple in its
construction, the frame would have measured roughly 3 to 4 feet in width by 4 to 5 feet in
height with a number of short dowels or pegs attached to its edges every 6 to 8 inches
apart. In order to prevent tears in the skin, a small stone or “pippin” was used under the
softened border of the hide, the hide wrapped over the pippin much like cloth over a
button, and the little “knob” that resulted was secured at its base with a cord tied securely
around the knob. The other end of the cord was wrapped around one of the pegs on the
frame‟s border and secured. The step would be repeated all around the edges of the hide
at intervals until the skin was fully stretched in the middle of the frame. The cords were
adjusted on the pegs, evenly and slowly, in stages to bring the skin taut.
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Figure 10. Modern-day workshop students of living history practice the craft of
parchment making. Here they use a reproduction of the lunellarium to scrape the
hides stretched on pippins to the desired level of smoothness and thinness. ©Randy
Asplund. http://www.randyasplund.com/pages/teaching.html. Image courtesy of
Randy Asplund and reproduced with permission.

While the skin was still wet, the monk began scraping with a crescent-shaped
blade attached to a curved handle, called a lunellarium. As the parchmenter worked,
various pastes (i.e., ashes, lime, and water) were applied to the working surface or
powders (i.e., gypsum, chalk, pumice, or lime) were thrown onto the stretched skin to
help strip away skin oils and reduce friction from the scraper. The scraping process
continued on both the flesh side and the hair side of the skin until both surfaces were
reduced to a desired state of thinness and smoothness. The pelt was left on frame to either
dry in the sun or the open air—the speed of the process carefully monitored and managed
by the parchmenter. Vegetable oils, egg white, varnish, or sizing made from heavily used
limewater and hide trimmings could also be applied to the drying parchment, depending
on the parchmenter‟s secret recipe and according to the desired parchment finish. Once
the parchment was fully dry, both surfaces could again be lightly “sanded” with pumice
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or smoothed with the application of powdered chalk, gypsum, or pounce. 3 Extra care had
to be taken with the hair side of the parchment as that surface required more scraping
than the flesh side to remove its natural shiny gloss and also reduce its tendency to curl
up when it was dry.
The best parchment was smooth, velvety, and suede-like to the touch, free of
holes, tears, and other original defects caused by disease or injury to the animal, and free
of damage, too, caused by careless handling by the parchmenter. The product of the
earlier centuries of the medieval period was thicker than that of later centuries, but
parchment in general as a writing support is an amazingly durable medium that lasts, as
we know, for thousands of years and maintains the bond with its inks with remarkable
consistency. With moderate handling, its natural flexibility and springiness is preserved
and refreshed, much like leather, according to De Hamel (1992). Variations in color can
be the result of the age and species of the animal from which the hide was taken: the
parchment made from goat is slightly grey compared with that from sheep, the sheepskin
typically more cream-colored or yellow, and neither of these is as white as that from
cows or calves. Other variations in color may be accounted for by the natural color
variations in the hide or by the slightly darkened traces of veining, the result of the
slaughtered animal‟s not having been properly bled.
Given the variations that were possible in even the better sheets of parchment that
supplied the writing room of the monastery, scribes had to take into account both the
overall quality and specific characteristics of the parchment sheets that were available for
a given project in order to use this most basic material of the manuscript book to its best
3

Pounce was a finely ground powder made from salt and other soft mineral powders such as talc
used to speed the drying of ink or parchment.
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effect and rhetorical purpose, and according to the audience for whom it was intended. Of
course, the best available were reserved for the most high-status projects, those recording
Scripture, the patristic writings of the Church, and bibles, Psalters, and Books of Hours
commissioned by the nobility and other wealthy patrons, for example. Service books and
books for the use of the brethren were next in importance, followed by those for general
use by the laity, and finally the day-to-day business documents of the monastery. Where
defective sheets had to be used for a given manuscript, scribes had many ways of
adjusting their scripts and drawings to either work around the problem areas, make
appropriate repairs in the parchment, themselves, if they could, or move the sheet further
to the back of the manuscript. Where edges were torn or misshaped, sometimes a scribe
would re-cut the edge into an imaginative or more pleasing shape that he could
harmonize to some degree with the text he was working on. Where parchment was
concerned, the myriad ways the scribes had to “make do” with less-than-ideal materials
constituted part of the editorial know-how they developed in adapting their materials to
best effect and to the larger rhetorical purposes of their texts.
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Chapter 7. Manuscript Production and the Negotiation of Meaning
As workplaces, the scriptoria of the Middle Ages varied as much from time to
time and place to place as workplaces of similar species do today in terms of the guiding
personalities and leadership styles that set expectations for quality and drive production
output. While monasteries of medieval Britain operated under the ecclesiastical authority
of Rome and functioned as part of an organizational hierarchy within their own
geographical regions, the scriptorium was ever under the authority of the abbot.
Ultimately it was under his auspices and direction that manuscript production proceeded,
and it was he who was responsible for the kind, number, and quality of the manuscripts
that were created and recreated by his community. It was he also who determined for
whom each manuscript was produced. While the abbot was the supreme authority within
each monastery, responsibility and authority over the day-to-day production of the
writing room generally was delegated to the centor, the precentor, or the armarius,
depending upon the degree of specialization of duty existing in the monastery as well as
the personal level of interest, talent, and disposition for the manuscript arts that the abbot,
himself, possessed, and even that his second, the centor, possessed. While it was the
specific duty of the armarius to act as the guardian, caretaker, and librarian over the
manuscript holdings of the monastery, he was also in charge of the inventory of materials
necessary for book production—inks, pigments, sizing, chalks, pumice, fixatives and
glues, pens, parchment, an assortment of ancillary tools, book binding materials, as well
as the “office furniture” of the writing room. The armarius also provided the daily
supplies required for each day‟s work, dispensing styli, wax tablets, awls, compasses,
rulers, penknives, page weights, ink pots, inks and pigments, quills, pen cases, pounce,
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and various sizes of parchment sheets according to the requirements of each scribe‟s
project. Books and manuscripts that served as the exemplars for each project were also
under his management and control.
Within the writing room itself, the scribes and artists who worked within it varied
according to their levels of authority, experience, knowledge, skill, and talents. In some
writing rooms, monks ill-suited to other forms of labor but lacking the necessary abilities
and disposition to copy or illustrate would have been assigned to ancillary duties in
support of the book arts. Even the pueri, or young child-oblates, may have fulfilled
certain tasks in support of the scribal pool: they may have swept floors, toted supplies,
filled ink pots, cut quill pens, chalked parchment sheets, sharpened penknives, or even
been assigned more important duties relative to the support of book production, such as
assisting with the sewing of quires or helping to trim the boards used as binding covers.
For those demonstrating particular trustworthiness and the proper disposition, even the
pricking and ruling of the pages of the quires might have been delegated to the better
pupils. In addition to fulfilling some few advanced duties, the older boys would
eventually receive instruction in the writing room itself, under the watchful guidance and
direction of a master. According to Parkes (Hands, 2008), this arrangement for
“vocational training” is one of the factors that may have accounted for what seem to be
emergent “house styles” and hierarchies of scripts employed in certain houses, where the
master would start the quire for each student, working only so far into the pages as to set
up the layout, format, and script style for each part of the text, which the student would
then carry out through the quire in imitation of the master‟s specifications—and aesthetic
style (p. 9).
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Monks of only average knowledge and skill whose handwriting was at least
competent probably would have been assigned the copying of whatever internal business
documents the monastery might require, such as inventory lists, short letters, bills of sale,
and other low-level business documents that were needed for the daily functioning of the
precinct. Even those scribes working on the more important documents that were
required by the community for study, service, and lectio divina, or simply for the purpose
of increasing its book holdings generally, would have varied in terms of their levels of
knowledge, skill, and experience, and so would have fallen into an informal stratification
of authority according to merit and proven ability. Overseeing the rank-and-file would
have been the scribes of senior status and seasoned experience whose many years of work
with texts and manuscripts would have elevated their position within their community
and, even further, within the writing room. Some of these seniors would have become
scholars, themselves, and even some of those would have also been master scribes and
artists whose advanced knowledge, expert skill, and artistic talents would have been the
most highly valued among peers both within the community and even far beyond it. Bede
was one of such high-status scribes and scholars whose contributions to the corpus of
monastic writing and manuscript production were prodigious and prestigious. Throughout
the period there were also many abbots who were also scribes that attained such renown
in the manuscript arts. Perhaps the most extraordinary scribe-artist was Eadfrith, the
bishop of the Northumbrian monastery at Lindisfarne from 698 to his death in 721. To
him is generally credited the entirety of the work that produced over the course of a mere
two years one of the most luxurious and exquisite Gospel books of the age—the
Lindisfarne Gospels.
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While Eadfrith‟s accomplishment is a unique case of sole and singular manuscript
production given such an unusually high-status and costly manuscript project as that
intended to promote the cultus of a saint and serve, itself, as shrine, the point remains that
scribes achieved their status within their scribal communities, their monasteries, their
regions, and within the larger organizational network of the Church itself largely
according to their own knowledge, merits, and talents; their authority within their own
communities and any influence they may have exerted over their fellow scribes must
necessarily have been in accordance with that status as well as the degree to which they
oversaw the work of their brothers. Certainly, the work of these master scribes could
serve as models for copying, and because they did, we often see in the best of the
manuscript book productions of the period the influence of many styles and “brands” of
artistry from other houses and other countries. The Lindisfarne Gospels, itself, displays a
blend of artistic influences and values from the East, the Mediterranean, Anglo-Saxon
Britain, and Hibernia. No doubt, the reason we have extant the number of copies that we
do of some of the best works of the age is that, as Leila Avrin (1991) explains:
Most scribes and miniaturists of the Middle Ages were not creative, and
were content to copy the style and format of the manuscripts they had
before them, some making adjustments to suit the age and place and,
possibly, the needs of the person for whom the book was made. The codex
was a conservative entity, once it was accepted, and it changed little over
the centuries. Models, or prototypes, of the illustrations were respected,
too, just as exemplars of texts had been. (p. 231)
Such conservatism of form, design, and resistance to change is what we might term the
“proprieties of parchment,” in the same way that Johns (1998) describes the “proprieties
of print,” in that given the trend toward consistency within a scribal community and
within an historical moment, rhetorical choices were always negotiated and made within
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what Parkes (2008) describes for script as “a prevailing sense of decorum” (p. 101)
shared by those who produced the texts and the readers who read them.
While individual “mannerisms” and even expressions of personal “fashion” were
ever pushing up against the normalized conventions in use at any one time, place, and
scribal community; still, for each manuscript book a full range of editorial decisions had
to be made, either before, during, or after the original text was copied, and in order for
the final product to be successful, those decisions had to be made in consideration of a
specific audience. According to Avrin (1991), those specific “problems of composition
and style in planning the decorations and miniatures for the codex” were two: First, how
were the original text that was copied and the illustrations, decorations, and visual aids to
be integrated and harmonized? And second, how were what we might term the new
“graphics” going to either complement the two-dimensionality of the page “or deny it in
favor of three-dimensionality effects, which were the legacy of Hellenistic and Roman
illusionist painting?” (pp. 231-232). While leaving the artistic judgments of the illustrator
out of the equation and our range of consideration of purely editing decisions, I would
add to Avrin‟s insight yet one more element in book design that had to be negotiated by
the editor-scribe, and that was a similar question about how additional text (as opposed to
drawings) would integrate, relate, and harmonize with the exemplum text in a way that
would suit the expectations and needs of those for whom the manuscript was intended.
Just exactly who negotiated this complex of editorial choices in the scriptorium is
unclear, however, as Avrin (1991) points out (p. 231). Beyond the status and authority of
extraordinary masters and the basic hierarchy of responsibilities among the officials and
the lower ranks in the scriptorium, what is not certain in the understanding of
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codicologists is who was responsible for book design, generally, in the writing room.
Whether that responsibility and authority belonged to a distinct individual or whether
those editorial decisions of “document specification” settled onto the shoulders of the
abbot, one of his seconds, a single scribe, or was the result of some kind of collaboration
is a piece of the puzzle we do not know. In Avrin‟s (1991) view, it is most likely that the
responsibility for the design of the manuscript book in the monastery fell to “the abbot or
an armarius with aesthetic inclinations” (p. 231). I suspect that for high-status
manuscripts, editorial decisions about layout, format, and style, were more likely the
result of collaboration among the abbot, the armarius, and the senior scribe who would
have been assigned to the production of the more important manuscripts. No doubt, if a
designated scribe-artist were involved in rendering the illustrations and more complex
decorative elements, he would also have been part of the consultation. Considering that
for a long or complex project more than one scribe would likely have been engaged in
copying, such advanced document planning would have been indispensible to a complete,
cohesive, and coherent final product manuscript. No matter who took the penultimate
responsibility in the scriptorium for the finished manuscript, the same organizational
stratifications of authority, knowledge, experience, status, and expertise that are the bases
of social power in our own workplaces today would have exerted themselves via the full
range of editorial decisions that determined layout, format, and style; grammar,
punctuation, and spelling; job assignment, the extent of collaboration, deadlines, and
outsourcing; and finally, the nature of the markup that corrected errors and stood
rhetorically as both proof of the text‟s authenticity as a faithful copy and its authority as a
true and accurate representation of the Word of God.
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Quires
Once the parchment had been selected for the project and cut into sheets of a
desired length and width, always rectangular in form because of the shape of the animal‟s
hide from which the material had been made, book design began in the scriptorium with
the creation of a number of quires, or gatherings of pages, also referred to as a clutch or
signature. The choice about how the quires were to be made up, their size, their page
number, their arrangement, and even the way they were to be sewn into the final binding
would have depended upon a number of rhetorical considerations—and properly editorial
decisions—relative to the nature of the original text, the audience for whom the new
volume was intended, and the uses which the new manuscript would be expected to
support.1 Though earlier forms of codices developed in antiquity were sometimes nothing
more than one single stack of pages folded en masse down the middle and sewn together,
such engineering proved to be insecure and unwieldy, leading to an improvement in
construction design that allowed for the creation of a manuscript compiled of many single
units of a small number of pages folded together that were sewn into place, one grouping
next to the other next to the other, into the larger binding. The result was a collection of
pages that were held in place more securely with a fore-edge on the manuscript that was
trim and straight. Hardcover print books are still made in this same way, and even the

1

As a case in point that demonstrates not only the editorial decisions scribes had to make in
planning the execution of their manuscripts but also the rhetorical relationships among the makeup of
quires, audience, and usability, De Hamel (1992) provides a description of a calendar that was included in
the binding of a liturgical manuscript. The quire used for the calendar was made up of either a single clutch
of twelve pages or two six-page quires rather than the eight-page standard gathering used for the rest of the
manuscript. Not only did the quires for the calendar depart from the usual pattern in order to accommodate
the need for twelve pages, one for each month of the year, but what amounted to an “insert” was not fully
sewn into the final manuscript so that it could be removed and the manuscript updated annually, what the
discipline of professional and technical writing would term a “usability” feature (p. 18).
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traditional rectangular arrangement of text height roughly approximate to the width of the
page repeats itself in the basic designs of Kindles and Nooks.
Exactly how quires were made is still a subject of some debate among
codicologists, one of the reasons for which has to do with arrangement of the hair sides
and the flesh sides of the parchment. According to De Hamel (1992):
Almost without a single exception in over a thousand years of book
production in every conceivable circumstance all over Europe, facing
pages match. Hair side faces hair side, flesh side faces flesh side . . . . This
is quite extraordinarily consistent, and yet no medieval manuals of
craftsmanship mention the fact. A break in the sequence of hair to hair,
flesh to flesh is so rare that it is often the first indication that a leaf is
missing from the manuscript. (p. 19)
What is generally thought is that the quires were made by first folding a single sheet of
parchment in half, producing what is known as a bifolio of two leaves affording four
pages of writing surface. If the now doubled sheet is folded a second time, in half down
the middle, the result is now a quaternion or quarto, two bifolia yielding four leaves or
eight pages, since each leaf affords a writing surface on both sides. A third fold in half
yields now four bifolia of eight leaves that afford sixteen pages. This gathering or quire
was the standard “blue book” for scribal copying, a European basic unit of writing that
was conventional for manuscript production throughout the Middle Ages, an innovation
of product and process that helped to ensure the aesthetic harmony among mirrored page
surfaces as well as facilitate a consistency of arrangement and style despite a production
process that required the collaboration of distinctly different human “hands.” This
standard writing unit allowed each scribe to copy in discrete manuscript “modules” so
that synchronous work could take place and long or complex texts managed in smaller
pieces. The system anticipates the pecia system of copying that would later emerge in the
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cathedral schools, universities, and stationers‟ shops in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries when the need for cheap copies of scholastic texts drove the development of a
full array of new methods of copying and illustration both in the universities and in the
commercial workshops of urban centers.
To De Hamel‟s point concerning the invariable consistency of parchment surfaces
facing each other in a quire, what the folding technique just described produces is a series
of eight pages that start and end with the same surface, either hair side or flesh side, and a
little booklet of pages that open up to face each other as mirror images, hair side facing
hair side, flesh side facing flesh side. The first fold of the original sheet always
determines whether the flesh side will appear as the first and last page, or whether the
hair side will appear as first and last. If the first fold is flesh to flesh, the first and last
pages will be flesh side up; if the first fold is hair to hair, the first and last pages will be
hair side up. This arrangement is usually referred to as the continental arrangement.
Clemens and Graham (2007) point out, however, that the arrangement of hair side
and flesh side did not follow this continental pattern until after the late tenth century. The
insular method of parchment production yielded a writing surface on both the hair side
and the flesh side of the skin that was particularly smooth and like enough to make mirror
imaging in the quires unnecessary; however, the practice was eventually discontinued in
favor of the continental arrangement (p. 15). Other variations in the number of leaves per
quire were possible: a quire of ten leaves could be made simply by folding a stack of five
sheets in two. In a case where a quire already made up was insufficient for a given text,
one or more single leaves called stubs could be added to the gathering. The single sheets
were cut a bit wider than the other leaves in the quire, the extra width used on the interior
271

margin side of the page to wrap around the fold of the quire so that when the gathering
was sewn together and then again sewn into the binding, the “stub” of the single page
would be caught up in the quire stitching and remain secured. Too, these single leaves
would be tucked into the body of the quire, neither at the start, the end, or the middle of
the gathering so that their stubs would be afforded some protection in the rest of the
clutch. This meant that single leaves were usually placed in the second and the seventh
position or at the third and the sixth position.
For long and important manuscripts, it was typical practice to divide the work
between more than one scribe, and because each scribe worked on his own quires, each
quire represented a precise allotment for space that was intended to accommodate a given
number of lines of body text, initials, decorations, illustrations, perhaps, and even new
additional text planned as a gloss on the original. While some adjustments on individual
pages and in the quires themselves could be made if the estimations proved wrong once
the transcription was complete, the use of quires to enable synchronous copying required
some fairly detailed calculations of imposition, that is, how the text to be copied would
lay out on the new page, so that each page was properly filled with justified margins right
and left. Once the quires were in hand, as early as the sixth century they were typically
marked on their last pages with a Roman numeral, with or without some small bit of
decoration, to indicate their placement in the compilation of the final manuscript: qi, qii,
qiii, qiv, qv, and so on, either ahead of copying or once it was complete. Also, the scribe
would sometimes mark the pages of the first half of each quire in order to prevent their
falling out of order within the clutch or being lost. These “leaf signatures‟ were often
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written in red or blue pigment, a convention that was initially adopted in early print books
until pagination solidly replaced the practice in the sixteenth century.
Tacketing was an alternate method of preserving the unity of the quire,
accomplished either by making a stitch or two through each of the leaves in the top left
corner of the gathering or by slipping a narrow strip of parchment through a slightly
larger hole made with the penknife (Clemens & Graham, 2007, p. 15). As early as the
eighth century, but especially by the thirteenth century, catchwords, also called
stitchwords, were used to indicate the continuity between one quire and the next; the first
word on the first page of the quire to follow was written either horizontally or vertically
on the final page of each quire as added insurance against misplacement in the final
compilation. As we might anticipate, sometimes an inattentive scribe in the midst of
losing his battle with Titivillus might inadvertently incorporate the quire numbers or
catchwords into his transcription even when they were no longer relevant in indicating
the relation between the quires of the new volume—a problem my own workplace
experienced recently as legal editors reviewed proof pages of statutory text that relies on
catchwords for its various sections. Depending on how much final trimming of the pages
occurred as the quires were bound, often these quire markings and catchwords
disappeared from their pages altogether as a result.
Layout
Once the quires had been made up and tacketed or marked in some way to keep
their leaves together, the editorial decisions that had been made in the planning process
for the manuscript layout and the rhetorical integration of text with the “visual language”
of the pages had to be executed and indicated on each of the pages so that scribes could
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ensure that their transcribed texts from the exemplar manuscript filled the spaces allotted
by the quires and permitted the proper juxtaposition of the original text with whatever
graphic or new textual elements were to be included in the new manuscript. The first
indication of layout applied to the pages was ruling, that is the application of regularly
spaced lines across the horizontal axis of the page to indicate where the “body text”
transcribed from the exemplar manuscript would appear. Of course, where the rulings
appeared depended on the number of columns of text planned for each page.
Several techniques were used for ruling, varying regionally and according to the
century of the period. All depended upon an initial step called pricking, that is, using a
sharp point to “prick” the parchment with a series of small holes that could be used as
guides for the ruling lines. These small holes could be made with an awl, compass, or
knife tip held up against a straight edge held vertically on the outer margins; some
writing rooms also had a tool something on the order of a pizza cutter, which was a
circular metal wheel with spikes attached to a wooden handle: run down the length of the
straight-edge, it left a line of prickings that could be used as guides for the horizontal
rulings which would align the script and define the text blocks on the page. According to
Clemens and Graham (2007), the practice of Continental scribes was to prick the
parchment while it was still in sheets and prior to folding into quires, an approach that
was more efficient than creating the guide holes after the quires had been formed because
only the right and left margins of the entire sheet had to be scored—and if set out in a
stack of a few sheets, the pricking would come through to the sheets underneath. Once
the sheets were folded into quires, the prickings automatically appeared in the outer
margins of the leaves. Insular scribes commonly pricked the leaves of their quires on the
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inner and outer margins until after the ninth century when the Continental method was
adopted. For some period between the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, both the scribes in
Europe and those in the British Isles reverted to the Insular method until after the
thirteenth century when the Insular practice was followed once again (p. 16). The later
practice allowed the prickings to be hidden in the binding stitching or cut away when the
pages were trimmed once the quires were compiled into the completed manuscript.
Once the prickings had been set, ruling was a simple matter of drawing horizontal
lines connecting the guide holes, in the early centuries of the period with a dry metal or
bone stylus (drypoint), by the eleventh century with a lead point called plummet, and in
later centuries with ink. Drypoint technique had the advantage of creating a score on both
sides of the page so that the procedure need not be repeated on front and back, and more
than one page could be done at a time; however, it also had the disadvantage of causing
holes or tears in the parchment if the scribe‟s technique proved heavy handed. Of course,
the distance between the rulings was judged and planned according to scale of the script
that would be used, a calculation that figured as part of the overall layout of the new
manuscript as well as the estimated number of lines that would be required for both the
new and old elements of the text.
This aspect of document planning and layout occupied the attention of scribal
communities frequently enough that as early as the ninth century one house provided a
guideline based on a fairly complex mathematical calculation of page proportion. The
somewhat convoluted instruction is paraphrased by De Hamel (1992):
Suppose the page to be five units high and four wide, it says. The height of
the written-space should be four such units. The inner and lower margins
should be three times as wide as the outer margin and as the gutter
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between the columns (if it is a two column book) and a third wider than
the width of the upper margin. The lines should be spaced, the ninthcentury directive concludes, according to the size of the writing. (p. 21)
While such directions were not exactly straightforward or what we might term “user
friendly,” they nevertheless represent a decidedly editorial effort to standardize a practice
for page layout in terms that could be adjusted to the needs of any given project
according to the page size being used. It is important to note, also, that in specifying
dimensions for the gutter margin, the instruction takes into consideration the additional
allowance for the binding. Too, the larger measurement assigned to the bottom margin
addresses the need for additional space that would allow for “spillover” should the text
prove to be longer than what the planned layout afforded. Overall, this very early
provision of one particular aspect of a style guide reflects some sense that there was a
fixed calculation that could render the elements of any given page in such a scale,
proportion, and ratio of ink to white space that would be most pleasing, proportional, and
legible for the reader.
Once the horizontal rulings were scored, depending on the number of columns
specified for the page layout, vertical rulings were also scored into the parchment. Most
medieval Bibles are set out in two columns, so the scribe would need to rule indications
for the column width of the body text as well as additional parallel lines some few
millimeters away for the litterae notabiliores, or built-up or embellished initials, used to
indicate sections, subsections, and subdivisions within the text that also served as visual
aids for the medieval reader of sacred text who was less likely to read his or her
manuscript book from cover to cover and more likely to search for and read surgically,
that is, looking to read one or more discrete passages out of the larger body text at a given
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time. These outer boundaries on the columns on the left side of the column established
the flush lines for the embellished initials on front of the page, those on the outer edge of
the right side of the columns served as guidelines for the same initials on the reverse side
of the page, since the scoring appeared there as a slight raising of the parchment.
For the work that followed the actual copying of the text, scribes would append in
the margin or just adjacent to the space allocated for rubrication, the litterae notabiliores,
or other graphic or decorative elements a small instruction to the scribe or artist
responsible for completing these elements. Sometimes these marks were a simple
notation of the letter to be added. For more elaborate drawings, illustrations, or
historiated initials,2 the scribe in charge of manuscript design might also score the
drawing itself in dry point from a model taken from an exemplar text so that the scribe or
artist who followed to complete his part of the work simply “painted by number” from
the template. Occasionally very small letters indicating the pigments to be used in the
graphic are still visible in manuscripts where the art work was left unfinished. Such
instructions reflect the collaborative nature of the work of manuscript production as well
as the hierarchy of authority among the scribes and artists of the writing room, each of
whom was working in accordance with a guiding idea for the informing design and
organic coherence of the final product.
Script
The skills of reading and writing were brought to Britain by the Romans, and the
handwriting that developed for use in the manuscripts of the medieval period derived

2

An historiated initial was a common feature of medieval Bibles that included within its internal
letter space a picture or scene that summarized or elaborated some aspect of the text it introduced as a
litterae notabiliore (Shailor, 1991, p. 44).
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from the Roman system of scripts that included Latin majuscule, or the big letter alphabet
of antiquity that we associate with the inscriptions on carved stone monuments. Avrin
(1991) explains that these sturdy square capitals were and are still recognized for the
ethos of strength, power, and balance they suggest and are reflected in the typefaces we
still use today for titles and top-level headings in our most official publications (p. 178).
These Square Capitals were used in manuscripts of high status, but a more flowing
written form known as Rustic Capitals was preferred for the more luxurious manuscripts
of Imperial Rome. An informal cursive script also evolved from the Square Capitals that
allowed a more rapid execution on the page and proved efficient for legal and
administrative writing, correspondence, and everyday handwriting. By the fourth century
A.D., a variation of the Old Roman Cursive emerged with a more rounded letter shape
that was still formal enough to be used as a book hand called Uncial, meaning “inch
high,” though the term is a misnomer since actual letter height is always relative to the
overall scale of the script (Graddol et al., 1996, p. 52). A further variation of Uncial that
developed was the Half-Uncial, the first miniscule script, that could be written even
faster; it developed by retarding the extent of the strokes and changing the angle of the
stem by creating a more vertical ductus (the ink flow). The handwriting of the nobility
derived from this faster, more upright form and came to be used primarily for manuscript
annotation.
The Quarter-Uncial of late antiquity would eventually help to shape the Insular
scripts that characterized Hiberno-Saxon manuscripts as well as the Carolingian
miniscule that would predominate across the Continent in association with Charlemagne
and his program of revival of religion, art, culture, and manuscript production. Once the
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Roman Empire fell, the various parts of the Continent and Britain each developed their
own “national hands,” within which would yet emerge an array of variations. Insular
majuscule came to be regarded as the first uniquely British script, although Michelle
Brown (1990) has distinguished in her typology of Western scripts both a class of Insular
scripts and another of Anglo-Saxon scripts.
The field of paleography is devoted to the study of the history of scripts and
establishing the provenance of hand copied manuscripts according to the particular
characteristics of their shape, stroke, and flow. For the purposes of our discussion
concerning the editorial nature of scribal work in the monasteries of the medieval period
in Britain, it is enough to be reminded of two points concerning scripts: First, although
script styles are central to the production and value of the manuscripts that were produced
in the scriptoria across Britain and the Continent, as De Hamel (1992) has pointed out, so
many variations of style and execution make it impossible to say with certainty that a
“house style” of writing was mandated in the writing room of any given monastery,
although some paleographers have made such cases for a particular hand. Second, as De
Hamel (1992) has also said about the work processes of the scriptoria in general, by
diving too deeply into a single manifestation of style, we are likely to “lose the thread of
the narrative.” Third, it must also be pointed out that even though the development of
script styles during the Middle Ages were just as important as other graphic elements of
manuscript book design and were similarly the result of innumerable rhetorical decisions
about purpose, audience, and usability, as a graphical and aesthetic element, the study of
scripts developed and used at various times and places is beyond my scope here. As an
editorial contribution, however, we must understand that the scripts developed by the
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hands of scribes were the models and inspiration for all of those later employed by
typographers after the printing press became the technology of production in the fifteenth
century. Beyond these points, however, and since our interest is in the editorial activity of
scribal work rather than its more aesthetic contributions to the book arts, we will go no
further into parsing script styles here, although the departure should not be taken as a
signal that such an important feature as handwriting should be passed over so lightly.
Rather, considering the focus on editing, beyond setting out the basic outlines of script
development from Latin manuscripts, to go any further would, I think, advance our
understanding of the earliest editorial practice but little.
Correction
When the text of the manuscript had been copied, a senior scribe, the armarius, or
perhaps the abbot, himself, checked the new pages and had the transcribed text read
against the exemplar so that mistakes could be identified and corrected before Titivillus
and his master could unleash error, perhaps even exponentially should the new
manuscript be used as an exemplar for additional copies. In the process of copying, of
course, the scribe would have had many occasions to correct his own mistakes as he
worked; the simplest ones could be scraped away from the parchment simply with the
penknife and the roughed surface left behind smoothed down once again with a quick
application of chalk or pounce.
But bigger errors were possible, too, and these he may have remedied himself if
his eyes were sharp. Periblepsis or “eye skip” was a frequent error in the writing room
when the eyes moved back and forth between the new parchment and the exemplar page;
sometimes when a cluster of letters or the same word or phrase would appear in close
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proximity on the source page, the eye could return to the wrong place and either repeat an
entire word string, drop an entire line altogether, or even omit several lines from the
exemplar. If the occasion of the eye skip was caused as a result of two words having the
same sequence of letters at the beginning of the word, the error was called “periblepsis
occasioned by homoeoarcton.” If the eye skip was the result of the same repetition at the
end of a word, the error was termed “periblepsis occasioned by homoeoteleuton.” A more
extensive omission of words and phrases is captured by the French term saut du meme au
meme; its opposite, dittography, is the mistake of recopying the same text.
Two common fixes to such errata involved nothing more than a little scraping and
some rewriting. If the error involved the omission of words or even longer strings, the
scribe could scrape away one, two, or even more lines of text and then recopy the passage
in a more compact script so that the entire passage could be included in the smaller space.
Another option, subpunction, would be to pen a series of small dots underneath the letters
or words that were wrongly copied and then write the correction above them, the dots
indicating to the reader to ignore what amounted to the medieval version of the
strikethrough.
An error of inverted letters could be corrected with an indication of their proper
order by appending “a” or “b” above the transposition to indicate their correct sequence.
Clemens and Graham (2007) explain that these “syntactic glosses” were also used at
times for readers whose command of Latin was weak in order to indicate a word order
that would be easier for a speaker of Old English to follow (p. 36). Markup could appear
in the margins as well as interlineally, and if the correction or revision were indicated in
the margin, a pair of matching signs or symbols were used to align the error with the
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correction. Abbreviations for the terms hic deorsum or hic sursum, that is hc or hs could
also be used as signes-de-renvoi, indicating to the reader to either look downward or look
upward, respectively, for the emendation. These twin “flags” could appear as any pair of
the same mark and were especially useful if several corrections appeared on the page.
For more egregious errors, and depending on how far the corrector was willing to go to
make the proper repairs, entire pages could be scraped and then recopied with the proper
text, an additional “stub” could be added to the quire if necessary, or, as was the case in
one German manuscript of the twelfth century, several pages could be added to remedy
the original scribe‟s omission of nothing less than fifteen chapters of the exemplar text
(pp. 37-38), an error that would have earned that scribe a rather severe punishment, no
doubt.
What was essential to the monastery was a final product that was a true and
accurate and faithful copy of the exemplar text. Just as is the case today, text and the
quality of its content as well as its presentation on the page is a reflection on the
capability, credibility, and worthiness of the individual or individuals who produce it as
well as the ethos and “brand image” of the organization that sanctions its publication.
Considering the unique mission of the early Church in Britain to win the hearts, minds,
and souls of an entire populace by conversion to a specific set of beliefs and values that
ultimately depended on text for its authority, the monastery could ill afford to let errata
get beyond its writing room. Proofreading, copyediting, and “learned correction” by a
senior scribe or other official came to be an integral part of the collaborative process of
manuscript creation and recreation during the Middle Ages.
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Word Separation
According to Paul Saenger (1997) in his remarkable work of scholarship on the
history of reading, between the eighth and ninth centuries, Insular scribal culture made an
editorial contribution to the world that revolutionized reading and changed the relation
between text and readers in a fundamental way. Specifically,
[t]he origins of rapid, silent reading lie in the scribal techniques and
grammatical teachings that developed in Ireland and England in the
seventh and eighth centuries. The first separated Latin manuscript books
in western Europe were Irish . . . (p. 83)
Because of the particular ways that the Irish approached and described the elements of
grammar, an unprecedented new awareness of words as graphical objects on the page
emerged which caused scribes to change the way they rendered text onto the page.
Unlike the texts of antiquity that were the first models of the writing rooms and
which were written in scriptura continua, Irish texts displayed inter-word spacing so that
individual words could be set apart as distinct entities. For the first time in history,
reading no longer depended on the short-term mnemonic of “hearing” the text to be able
to cognitively process it. Furthermore, Irish scribes‟ unique interpretations of prosodiae
as interpretive marks that could and should “be provided by the scribe for the reader‟s
correct distinction of words,” rather than by readers, as well as their recognition that
words as well as letters possessed the quality of figura led to an understanding that
lexical access was facilitated by this fundamental change in perception. Rapid, silent
reading was afforded by the Bouma shape3 of individual words, a shape that was apparent
once scriptura continua was converted to word-separated text.

3

Bouma shape refers to the shape or silhouette of a cluster of letters, particularly those forming a
discrete word. Saenger attributes the term to vision researcher H. Bouma who claimed that recognition of a
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Saenger (1997) notes, “So dramatic was this change that it is unsurpassed by any
other alteration in the act of reading between the patristic age and the sixteenth century”
(p. 21). As perhaps the most powerful technological innovation of text in history, it was
made from what I contend is the singular position of the editor to mediate meaning in
between the author‟s generation of a text and its being “given out” in “publication” to an
audience. This unprecedented editorial innovation was also attended by a wholly new and
fully illuminated recognition of the “deep structure” of language, in the first place.
Saenger concludes that unlike classical grammarians, “Irish and Anglo-Saxon monks
came to view sentences as a series of dedicated grammatical loci existing in the mind of
the reader, that once filled with the appropriate sequence of words, convey meaning” (p.
90). As the ultimate technology of the text, word separation introduced in the early
centuries of Britain‟s Middle Ages by Insular monastic scribes may just have been the
single most consequential editing decision to have been made since the innovation of the
codex, itself.
New Genres
In the early period of medieval book production, most texts were copied as
closely as possible from their originals without many deliberate innovations to layout,
format, or illustration, but as scribal culture became more self-aware of its practices and
methods of manuscript production and reproduction through the monastic network that
grew and stretched from Rome to Europe and to Britain, scribes learned from each other
by way of visits to other monasteries, “inter-library loans” of books between monasteries,

word‟s graphical shape naturally enhances readability of text. As an example, signs using initial capitals for
street names enable drivers to decipher the street name sooner and from a greater distance away than
signage employing all capital letters.
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and a growing corpus of illustrated Bibles and copies of patristic literature, saints lives,
service books, chronicles, and even some additional copies of secular literature, though
particularly from 750 to 900, these texts were few and far between and, according to
Avrin (1991), were not copied at all during these long years when, not coincidentally, the
majority of palimpsests were made.
As monastic library holdings increased and exemplar texts became more
available, fresh models inspired small innovations and subtle mannerisms in all of the
book arts: a variety of script styles developed and evolved, techniques in fixatives,
pigments, paints, and gold leaf inspired new possibilities in illustration, and innovations
in the book materials themselves accommodated a wider variety of needs among users
and readers. Developments in layout and format, too, responded to the specific needs of
readers by providing visual aids for lookup and discursive reading, the “chunking” of
long passages of text into sections and subsections signaled by a typology of litterae
notabiliores that cued the reader to the hierarchy of the content, as well as a concurrent
space on the page that accommodated the companion narrative of the biblical
commentary.
Because, no other medieval text was read or studied in the period to the extent
that the Bible was (Smalley, 1983, p. xxvii), commentary on it was one of the most
important genres of writing in the Church, and scribal innovations in page layout and
format reflected its authority and status within a growing community of readers. Clemens
and Graham (2007) point out its exponential growth and importance as a companion
narrative to Scripture:
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The reading of the Bible, the lectio divina, was at the heart of medieval
religious life. The most significant and voluminous intellectual products of
medieval Bible study were commentaries, usually on a single book of
scripture. It is important to note that later commentators were not
commenting just on scripture itself but also on earlier and even
contemporary commentators. (p. 181)
Commentaries or glosses, therefore, became a regular feature of medieval manuscripts.
But they did so only because of the editorial intuition of scribes who innovated new page
designs, creating new configurations of layout that would not only accommodate the new
annotative text but permit its juxtaposition and alignment with the original text to which
it referred so that the visual language of layout clarified and complemented the relation
between both texts in such a way that the rhetorical gestalt of the page was sustained.
Glosses could be copied as they appeared alongside the original text that was being
copied, or they could be added to a transcription from a variety of other sources.
Beginning in the early centuries of the Middle Ages, glosses were introduced
principally as brief notes of explanation for unfamiliar words and terms in the body text.
Because they were minimally invasive annotations, they could be entered easily just
above the word or phrase to which they pertained, that is, interlineally or in the interline
of the text. Such lexical glosses, as they are called by codicologists, provided readers
with one or more synonyms so that meaning was clarified; typically their entries were
introduced by an abbreviation for one of the following Latin terms: .i. for id est (that is),
al. for aliter (otherwise, alternatively), or as a conjunction in a series of glosses, ŧ or uŧ
for uel (or) (Clemens & Graham, 2007, p. 39). Other lexical glosses aided the reader by
supplying verb forms that had been dropped in the original text for not being
grammatically required. While full translations are some remove away from simple
lexical glosses, one of the most famous of medieval interlinear glosses is that which
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appears in the Lindisfarne Gospels, a translation of the Latin into a Northumbrian dialect
of Old English, added by the scribe Aldred in the last quarter of the tenth century.
Glossing evolved from the simple lexical annotations just described, however, to
fuller and more complex annotation. When the gloss was too long to fit into the interline,
it was added to the margin and linked to the body text to which it referred by signes-derenvoi. Some manuscripts display yet another technique for glossing by noting all the
annotations in a given chapter or section of body text at the end of the section; sometimes
these glosses appear in colored ink. Full sets of such elaborate glosses were highly
valued, and often these separate manuscripts or glossae collectae circulated
independently of the texts for which they were written.
As biblical scholarship began to amass a larger and larger corpus of secondary
literature and commentaries became fuller, more complex, and dialogic in terms of
reflecting an ongoing conversation and debate alongside the referent text, by the tenth
century scribes were pressed to innovate new page formats that would accommodate the
growing annotations on an original text of fixed length. As Clemens and Graham (2007)
explain, a sort of “text island” method of layout was created which allowed the primary,
or original, text to occupy a central text block on the page in one or two shortened
columns. The surrounding page real estate was allocated to the gloss, which was
generally written in a script size about half that of the primary text. The central block
could either be ruled on the same scale as the surrounding columns allotted for the gloss,
or it could be ruled more widely, particularly in cases where the annotation was
significantly larger than the primary text. In cases where the rulings were the same for
both the primary and secondary text block, the scribe had only to write the source text on
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every other or every second line to make up for the disparities in volume. In some
manuscripts, the commentary of the gloss so overwhelmed the primary text that the
central block would be wide-ruled and the scribe would have to write only on every
second or third line even with the more generous rulings. For the scribe working with
extensive glosses on a given primary text, it was essential that he work one page at a
time, completing both the primary text and the gloss on each page before moving
forward. Given so many variables, including variation in his own script style, script size,
and letter spacing, it was probable that often the first text written on the page was that of
the gloss, with only as much of the primary text being entered in the central block as was
referenced in the commentary. Even with careful planning and some flexibility “built in”
to the copying process, glossed manuscripts can appear as “islands of text,” on the one
hand with the “island” displaying only one or two lines of text surrounded by “an ocean”
of densely compacted commentary surrounding it (p. 40), or on the other, a fairly well
textualized “oasis” with vast areas of ruled, though empty, “desert” surrounding the
central block where the scribe overestimated the space requirement for the gloss.
While the execution of such innovations to page design and layout was not always
well performed, the layout for glossing was supplemented by formatting that linked the
primary text to the commentary. Underlining of the lemmata, or the words serving as the
reference for the commentary, was one way to link the source text with its annotation.
Other scribes employed various other signs, symbols, and dots—some in red ink—to
signal the connections. These scribal innovations of page design, layout, and format that
advanced the study of sacred texts and facilitated the growth of an increasing body of
theological scholarship found currency in later centuries of the period in other texts as
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well, including those of canon and civil law. Not only did the monastic scribe-editors of
the medieval period develop the affordance of layout and format that established a new
form within the manuscript book but they also had a direct hand in the establishment of a
textual convention that would evolve to become, in the form of the footnote, the anchor
pins of the dialectic that would constitute the progress of scholarship and advance the
“normalized” knowledge that constituted each of the academic arts (disciplines).
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Chapter 8. Explicit
When I first took on this investigation into the history of editing, I was new to the
profession then and had only just gotten my feet wet, so to speak, with the principles of
practice most basic to entry-level competence. But the excellent start I got was built on
four principal building blocks which I have since come to understand as the essentials: A
thoughtfully planned and guided surgical review of English prescriptive grammar,
Carolyn Rude‟s Technical Editing (2004), membership in a community of professional
editors, and a professor who practiced every day in a field he loved and had worked in for
more than thirty years. What I had gained was an ideal mix of hard knowledge, soft
intelligence, the society of same-species colleagues, and a mentor—the essential supports
for the growth and professionalization of an individual, sans one besides.
I also had questions. Lots of them. And they were the kind that were so basic that
they typically provoked in the asking of them, at least initially, only consternation and
bewildered stares. The questions posed were these: How old is the editing profession?
Who were the first editors? How did they work? What contributions did they make? Why
has an editor‘s work typically been uncredited historically? Why do editors embrace
invisibility?
I asked these why is the sky blue? questions because there seemed to be so many
blind spots in the discipline, and there seemed in our texts and classroom discussions
such a narrow focus on practice and technique that it seemed impossible to get a glimpse
of anything beyond the current moment, the current issue, or the current technology. As
interesting and multi-faceted as the profession is and as challenging as it seemed to be to
gather the requisite knowledge and understanding to do the work well, I simply had no
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sense of a collective professional identity or working culture that was tied to a common
history. By the same token, there seemed to be little awareness of how the profession
might evolve in the future beyond reacting to and solving the workplace problems of the
moment, even when those issues involved far more than questions of procedure,
software, and production management. What was missing, of course, has been the subject
of the last 300 pages or so.
The story that emerged in consequence, I believe, is fascinating, and for many
reasons, not only for the glimpse it provides as one narrative among many others in the
history of the book and even the larger history of the medieval period, but also because
this particular story, this ethnography of the earliest editors in England, provides our
discipline and the profession of editing with a new narrative as well, one by which we
may see our own professional identity and our own work—not to mention the value of
it—in an entirely new light. Some of the blue-sky questions I started with have been
answered by this look into our professional ancestry.
I hope also that this extension in our definition of what an editor is and does will
find its way into the ongoing scholarly conversation that technical communication is
having about its own history, one that came to life about twenty-four years ago with
Charles Bazerman‟s (1998) examination of the rise and development of the experimental
scientific article. It is one that seems to be proceeding very well along the lines of “key
influences” identified by Kynell and Moran (1999)1 and has been represented admirably

1

The 1999 collection of landmark essays that have been gathered for their anthology anchor the
history of technical communication and represent what Kynell and Moran refer to as the “key influences”
in the history and evolution of technical communication and reflect the three general research approaches
used by scholars to illuminate the present with the past. These methods include the examination of specific
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by such contributions as Elizabeth Tebeaux‟s The Emergence of a Tradition: Technical
Writing in the English Renaissance, 1475-1640 (1996); R. John Brockman‟s From
Millwrights to Shipwrights to the Twenty-First Century: Explorations in a History of
Technical Communication in the United States (1998); and Bernadette Longo‟s Spurious
Coin: A History of Science, Management, and Technical Writing (1996). More recent
work continues along these same key directions, including for example, John Brockman‟s
2002 consideration of the interplay of technology, politics, and rhetoric in the Steamboat
Bill of 1838; Lynda Walsh‟s (2002) analysis of scientific hoaxes perpetrated by literary
authors; and in 2009, Carol Siri Johnson‟s examination of the effect on intra-corporate
communication of increasingly complex industrial processes for iron and steel
production.
Nearer to home, however, I believe that this “first pass” look at the work of
editing as it emerged with the birth of the first textual culture in Britain presents us with
some of the broad outlines and a few of the fine details that were involved in the
production of the hand-copied manuscript book of the medieval period—and how much
was required to do it. We know something of the natural resources that were used to
make the inks, pens, parchment, and other tools of the scriptorium, as well as the work
processes and technologies that had been developed to create those materials. We can
also appreciate the roles that power and wealth played in the establishment of the Church
corporate, the provision of its capital, and the “office supplies” of its scriptorium. In turn,
we can begin to appreciate how knowledge and the textual authority of its manuscripts
must have factored in the continually shifting social and political balance between the
individuals, academic and curricular trends, corporations and governments, events, cases, genres, and
movements.
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court and the cloister. Furthermore, in considering early Christianity in Britain as both an
international network and an institution of higher education, culture, and art, we can also
appreciate the Church as an organization that educated its own community, as well as
those in its midst, and contributed through its libraries and scriptoria to the advance of
literacy and a growing body of human knowledge.
Within this context and the history of monasticism we can also begin to
understand, at the level of the writing room, the working world of the scribe in terms of
the ascetic culture that pervaded every aspect of life in the cloister, the rule that legislated
it, and the resulting deeply spiritual level of engagement that attended every moment in
the daily round of work, reading, and prayer. Most importantly, as a result of all of these
descriptions of this working world, we can also identify the ethos of that scribal
community and articulate the unique work ethic that informed all of its principles and
practices. While the work of the scriptorium was seen as divine service to God and
mankind, both the moral values and the production values of that ethos should seem to us
quite familiar. The monastic scribe‟s dedication in his work to accuracy and fidelity to
the authority of his original; beauty and balance in layout, format, and aesthetic design;
and clarity, completeness, and usability for the audience for whom the work was intended
are still the highest principles of practice for editors today. While our margins may not be
populated with the Devil‟s minions, exactly, we are yet bedeviled by many of the same
kinds, degrees, and scales of errors that plagued the scriptorium. Relative to our own
modern working lives, those errors seem to have even greater potential for harm than
those of an earlier age, if for no other reason than our dependence on more numerous and
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complex technologies, generally, and the speed at which errors are made exponential
through our electronic media.
What I find most striking about this working world, however, and at almost every
level of description, is just how admirable a picture it is, even when the inevitable failures
appear. Moreover, we can recognize much of ourselves and our own profession in this
ancestral portrait. We can appreciate with empathy the difficulties and challenges that
monastic scribes faced because, while the details of production are vastly different
compared with those of our own age, we yet share with our professional forefathers an
understanding of how difficult it is to get text right, no matter what the medium. Whether
in paraffin, parchment, print, or pixels, successful written communication takes work and
an exactitude that few other occupations require. Formal written communication to be
effective has always required foresight, analysis, and calculation in its planning, a
knowledge and awareness of audience in its rhetorical choices, and an iterative process of
execution, review, and revision. These are the commonalities we share with our
predecessors.
What I hope will become most meaningful for us as a result of this first look at
the earliest practitioners of editing, however, is an understanding that the work we do
today, even when it seems most rudimentary, most tedious, and most myopic, still has
much in it of that same power, influence, and humanism that helped to transform a
society and inspire an entire class of newly literate Anglo-Saxon monks to take up their
pens in the service of truth, love, and peace for the sake of their fellow human beings. If
we can appropriate just a little bit of the heroism of our professional ancestors and
appreciate our own place within an historical stream of human innovation, imagination,
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dedication, and work that still contributes to the evolution of text and the creation of
meaning for the common good, then we will be able to see ourselves, the nature of the
work we do every day, and the value of both in new light and within a richer context of
human activity that is unique among all other kinds of work, and which has always had as
its core values the advancement of human knowledge, understanding, and mutuality. A
professional pedigree like that is not a half-bad addition to our résumés, either.
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